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tendencies that often characterize any particular culture. Therefore, generalities
are only true within a conceptual framework that interprets them as inclinations
perceived as depicting a group as a whole. Any given group could be holding
those perceptions, including about itself, which would constitute the ernie
perspective. Thus, it is only within the intertwined relationship between the
insider or ernie perspective and the outsider or etic perspective that any
generality comes to life. As a matter of fact, the same could be said about any
personal tendency or inclination.
It almost goes without saying that, in no sense at all, did this study seek

for generalizations as 'truths' of what any particular culture supposedly is.
Perhaps, most importantly, because it assumed from the very start that such
allegedly 'objective' generalizations are simply non-existent. Any observation
can only provide meaningful information if the lenses through which it is
perceived are made transparent to the viewer. Any other assertion is a mere
intellectual illusion.

Research Questions
Throughout the research process, the research questions evolved into the
following ones:
Question # 1: What are some of the communication patterns common among
Salvadorians working in not-for-profits teams?
1) What are some of their assumptions and expectations regarding what
constitutes good communication?
2) How do Salvadorians tend to perceive their own culture regarding the
following realms:

CHAPTER I
THE RESEARCH PROBLEM

The new century poses the universal question of:
"How do we deal with the Other?"
Carlos Fuentes

Introduction
With the advent of an increasingly interdependent world, organizations
and businesses around the globe either purposefully seek or have no other
option than to integrate work teams with members from ethnically and
culturally diverse backgrounds. This is true in government, the corporate
world, education, and the social service fields and community development
endeavors, among others. However, multicultural teams most frequently
experience frustrations and, at times, significant impasses in their performance.
This phenomenon is directly related to differences in values and beliefs towards
work, as well as to habits and expectations regarding teamwork (Bennett and
Stewart, 1991; Cox, 1994; Donnellon, 1996; Hofstede, 2001). Consequently, a
careful exploration of intercultural issues relating to work and teams is
imperative in order to shed light on how to better equip working groups facing
this reality at the dawn of the Twenty -First Centuty.

Background and Need for the Study
Unequivocally, communicative behavior leading to mutual understanding
is a key success factor in the conception, creation, and maintenance of well
functioning work teams (Donnellon, 1996). The importance of these behaviors is
made evident in the daily life of today' s organizations, as most organizational
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development consultants would testify, and has been studied by contemporary
researchers. Researchers have found a strong correlation between
communication satisfaction and job satisfaction (Clampitt & Girard, 1986);
between personal feedback, communication climate and supervisory
communication (Downs, 1977; Downs, Clampitt & Pfeiffer, 1988); and between
communication satisfaction and organizational productivity (Downs & Clampitt,
1993). Therefore, the development of organizational practices that foster
satisfactory communication among its members is a key factor in the overall
health of any organization. In tandem with the appropriate organizational
mechanisms, a growing body of knowledge is addressing the need for improved
__i!lt~!Ee!SO~(ll_ skill~ !o~_all me~be!_S of work teams and organizations in order for
them to function proficiently (Donnellon, 1996).
In addition, in today's world, individuals from different cultures,
linguistic backgrounds, life paths, and professional preparations are facing the
daily realities of working side by side. As a result of regional conflicts as well as
of rapid changes in global labor markets, large numbers of people are migrating
and will continue to migrate across many borders throughout the world.
According to the July 2002 report of the United Nations Population Division,
during the year 2000 an estimated 185 million people throughout the world lived
for 12 months or more outside their country of birth or citizenship. This figure
represents a 35.24% increase from 1990 in which 120 million people were living
in these conditions (Migrations News, August 2002). The 2002 World
Development Indicators Report (World Bank, 2002, p.323) stated that, just in the
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Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) countries,1
the foreign born population has increased by 24.5% between 1990 and 1999, and
the foreign born labor force has increased by 6.9% during that same period.
Moreover, the current economic climate has driven corporations, government
agencies, and not-for-profit organizations to branch out to foreign countries
(Greider, 1997). As a matter of fact, the number of international organizations
has exponentially grown in the past century, and particularly after the Second
World War. As shown on Table I, the Union of International Organizations
recently indicated the following growth for Intergovernmental Organizations
(IGOs) and International Non-governmental Organizations (NGOs) during the
last century.

Table I
Growth of International Non-governmental Organizations and Intergovermental
Organizations since 1909
1909
Number

1951
Number

IGOs

37

123

332.4%

NGOs

176

832

472.7%

Growth
%
(relative
to 1909)

2000
Number

Growth%
(relative
to 1909)

Growth%
(relative to
1951)

251

678%

204%

5,825

3,309%

700.1%

Source: Adapted from International organizations by year and type. Table 1, retrieved from the
Union of International Organization's Website: http:// www.uia.org/uiastats/ytb199.htm and
Table 2, retrieved from:

1

www.uia.or~luiastatslytb299.htm.

OECD countries are Austria, Australia, Belgium, Canada, Denmatk, Finland, France, Germany, Ireland.
Italy, Japan, Luxembourg, Netherlands, Norway, Portugal, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, United Kingdom,
and the United States of America.
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For all of the above, the development of multicultural work groups is an
ever-present reality as well as ever-present need, and their effectiveness is a key
ingredient for the sustainability of well-functioning societies. As a result, a
varied body of research has begun to emerge in the past decade detailing what is
needed for people from different cultural backgrounds to better communicate
and understand each other when working together (Anderson, 2000; Daniel,
1998; Kirkman, 1996; Lindsley, 1999 &1995; Rosengren, 1996).

Statement of the Problem
The present piece of research explored culturally based communication
patterns and nuances, as well as contextual matters involved in the interaction
between Salvadorians and Unitedstatesians of European ancestry working in
not-for-profit organizations. This phenomenon was analyzed as it relates to team
dynamics in not-for-profit work settings. Thus, organizational communicative
practices (i.e., decision-making processes, communication strategies, information
sharing, and so forth) and conversational styles were studied as they impact the
understanding among team members and their ability to work together.
Particular attention was given to conversational styles embedded in the different
cultures represented in this inquiry in order to contribute insights on how may
communication within multicultural teams in not-for-profit agencies be
improved.
Still, why did this study focus specifically on Salvadorians and
Unitedstatesians? According to the United States Census of the year 2000, the
number of Latin Americans immigrants living in the country was 16,086,974, or
51.7 percent of the total foreign-born population in the United States.
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Considering Latin America's geographical proximity, this is not surprising.
However, the study of how Latin Americans are integrating to the United States
becomes particularly compelling, given the fact that aside from Unitedstatesians
of European ancestry, they are not only the largest ethnic group in this country,
but also the fastest growing immigrant population (United States Census Bureau,
2000). Additionally, even though the researcher is originally from South
America, she is naturally drawn towards that particular region, having lived and
worked for several years in Central America. Hence, her decision to choose the
I

interaction of Central Americans and Unitedstatesians as the subject of her
research.
Furthermore, the United States Census Bureau of the year 2000 indicates
that Central Americans account for 6.5 percent of the total foreign-born
population and 11.41 percent of Latin American immigrants, the majority of
whom come from El Salvador (or 2.6 percent). As most Salvadorians would
attest, this is no coincidence. Although it is the smallest country in Central
America, El Salvador is the highest populated of all, as the figures on Table II
show. It compares El Salvador with one of its neighbors, Guatemala, as well as
with Nicaragua, the largest country in Central America. As the figures indicate,
in spite of the fact that Guatemala is more than five times bigger than El
Salvador, its population density is less than fifty percent of El Salvador's.
Moreover, even though Nicaragua is more than six times larger than El Salvador,
its population density is nearly eight times lower. This may well explain why
Salvadorians constitute the largest Central American group living in the Unites
States of America, even though all three countries have been devastated by war
and poverty during the past two decades.
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Table II
Comparison of El Salvador, Guatemala and Nicaragua's Population Density and
Immigrants Living in the USA
Country

Total
Population

Area

Population
Density

Foreign born
residing in the
USA

El Salvador

6,470.379

8,124
square miles

796 inhabitants
per square mile

817,336

Guatemala

13,909.384

42,042
square miles

331 inhabitants
per square mile

480,665

Nicaragua

5,128.517

50,054 square
miles

102 inhabitants
per square mile

220,335

Note: Table developed on data from "World Facts and Maps". Concise International Review
published by Rand MacNally, 1996 Edition and US Bureau of the Census, International Data
Base. TableOOl. Total Midyear Population.

Another factor that makes El Salvador especially rich for this study is that
the percentage of non-governmental organizations from the United States vis-avis the national or other international non-governmental organizations is
noticeably higher. In fact, and as Table ill shows, this is also the case with two of
El Salvador's neighbors. No documentation is available, but it is also a widely
recognized reality that the participation of individuals who are not
Unitedstatesians of European ancestry in these organizations is an extremely rare
exception. For all of the above, the present inquiry explored work-related
intercultural dynamics between Salvadorians and Unitedstatesians, focusing on
individuals of European ascent collaborating in the not-for-profit sector.
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Table Ill
Comparison of National, Unitedstatesian and Other International NGOs Ratio in
El Salvador, Honduras and Nicaragua's
Country

Non-governmental Organizations (NGOs)
Total

National

From USA

From other
countries

El Salvador

49 (100%)

14 (- 28%)

26 (-53%)

9 (-19%)

Honduras

61 (100%)

20 (- 33%)

34 (-56%)

7 (-11.5%)

Nicaragua

64 (100%)

14 (-21.8%)

37 (-57.8 %)

13 (20.3%)

Note: Table developed on the basis of data found at http://www.idealist.org/en/ip/idealist

Purpose of the Study
This qualitative piece of research studied the intercultural communication
behavior and conversational patterns common to Salvadorians and
Unitedstatesians of European ascent pertaining to the not-for-profit work
environment. By first seeking to understand some of the particular
communicational and conversational nuances of each culture, it purposefully
explored how did the two communicational tendencies interact and influence
each other within work team dynamics. In essence, it looked at how did each
culture make sense of their own way of relating and communicating with
members of its own cultural group (the ernie perspective), as well as how did
both groups interpret and adjust (or not) to each other in light of their specific
differences (the etic perspective).
Understanding that cultures as well as the individuals living in their
landscapes_ are dynamic in nature, this study conceived cultural patterns only as
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tendencies that often characterize any particular culture. Therefore, generalities
are only true within a conceptual framework that interprets them as inclinations
perceived as depicting a group as a whole. Any given group could be holding
those perceptions, including about itself, which would constitute the ernie
perspective. Thus, it is only within the intertwined relationship between the
insider or ernie perspective and the outsider or etic perspective that any
generality comes to life. As a matter of fact, the same could be said about any
personal tendency or inclination.
It almost goes without saying that, in no sense at all, did this study seek

for generalizations as 'truths' of what any particular culture supposedly is.
~erhaps,

most importantly, because it assumed from the very start that such

allegedly 'objective' generalizations are simply non-existent. Any observation
can only provide meaningful information if the lenses through which it is
perceived are made transparent to the viewer. Any other assertion is a mere
intellectual illusion.

Research Questions
Throughout the research process, the research questions evolved into the
following ones:
Question # 1: What are some of the communication patterns common among
Salvadorians working in not-for-profits teams?
1) What are some of their assumptions and expectations regarding what
constitutes good communication?
2) How do Salvadorians tend to perceive their own culture regarding the
following realms:
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a) How directly or indirectly do they tend to communicate in work teams?
b) How are they in terms of asking for help or advice in work teams?
c) How are they in terms of offering help or advice in work teams?
d) How are they in terms of agreeing or disagreeing in their work teams?
e) How are they regarding sharing feedback in their work teams?
f) How are they regarding thanking in work teams?

g) How are they regarding apologizing in work teams?
h) How are they regarding negotiating and handling conflict in work teams?

Question # 2: What are some of the interpersonal communication patterns
common in Unitedstatesians of European ascent when working in not-for-profit
work teams?
1) What are some of their assumptions and expectations regarding what
constitutes good communication?
2) How do Unitedstatesians of European ascent tend to perceive their own
culture regarding the following realms:
a) How directly or indirectly do they tend to communicate in work teams?
b) How are they in terms of asking for help or advice in work teams?
c) How are they in terms of offering help or advice in work teams?
d) How are they in terms of agreeing or disagreeing in their work teams?
e) How are they regarding sharing feedback in their work teams?
f) How are they regarding thanking in work teams?

g) How are they regarding apologizing in work teams?
h) How are they regarding negotiating and handling conflict in work teams?
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Question # 3: How do both cultures tend to perceive the other culture in terms
of the above mentioned realms?

Theoretical Rationale
This inquiry based its data gathering and analysis on the seminal work of
organizational anthropologist Geertz Hofstede. It also utilized the wealth of
contributions of several intercultural communication researchers, such as:
William Gudykunst, Young Yun Kim, Stella Ting-Toomey, Sheryl Lindsley,
Michael Hecht, Larry Samovar,, Linda Larkey and Robert Schreiter.
Additionally, the work of Anne Donellon and Deborah Tannen guided this study
as they tie together work teams and communication research.
The following are the core theoretical concepts that oriented this study.

Communication and Group Work as Culturally Defined Constructs
Who defines what constitutes communication and teamwork?
It was understood that communication and teamwork are culturally

constructed concepts founded on values, beliefs and expectations, which tend to
vary across cultures. Therefore, this research started with the premise that
expectations of communicative competence and what constitutes satisfactory
teamwork, or what makes somebody a good team player, are bound to vary
according to the cultural values at hand (Bradford, Kane, & Meyers, 1999; Geertz,
1973; Hofstede, 1980 & 2001).
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The Two Dimensions of Culture
How do cultures tend to relate to other cultures?
This piece of research considered the ernie and the etic dimensions of

culture, as proposed by Schreiter in his 1996 article: "Communication and
interpretation across cultures: problems and prospects". These conceptual
constructs are considered by intercultural and cross-cultural researchers as
highly useful when studying cultures (Cutz & Chandler, 2000; Godina & McCoy,
2000; Lett, 1990; Harris, 1990; Patton, 2002; Vo, L.T., 2000 ). Even while often
I,

defined in different ways, this study believes in their potential for bringing
insight when taking a deeper look at two or more cultures. As it is explored in
the literature review, for some researchers the ernie and etic dimensions are
associated with qualitative and quantitative modes of inquiry, respectively

•

(Harris, 1990; Hofstede, 2001; Pike, 1990; Schreiter, 1996). For others, they are
irreconcilable opposites that should not be used in the same study (Kim, 1984).
However, other researchers refer to them as the two sides of the same coin,
which can lead to insightful analysis when comparing two or more cultures
(Harris, 1990; Hofstede, 2001; Pike, 1990; Schreiter, 1996). This piece of research
adhered to the notion that they are different, yet compatible concepts. Moreover,
they complement and simultaneously enrich each other in the process of better
understanding differences and similarities between cultural groups.
Schreiter (1996) stated that the ernie dimension refers to how a culture
views itself and speaks to its own members. Following its research topic, this
study assumed that there are particular ways in which each culture defines
communicative competence and teamwork when interacting only with members
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of its own culture, and acts accordingly. The etic dimension, on the other hand,
refers to how a particular culture presents itself to outsiders (Schreiter, 1996).
Therefore, in this study the etic dimension will pertain to how each of the
involved cultures defines appropriate communicative behavior and teamwork
when dealing with members of other cultures, and how that definition impacts
their behavior in such situations.

Ways of Processing Differences
How do people relate to others who are different from them?
Sociologists, anthropologist, and linguists dedicated to the study of
intercultural and cross-cultural communication have identified several ways of
processing differences or dimensions (Hofstede 2001&1980; Larkey, 1996) that
are helpful in analyzing cultural differences. This study utilized the dimensions
enumerated below to guide the conversations and analyze the gathered data. As
it is explicitly stated in the literature review of this study, these categories or
dimensions will not be interpreted as exclusive of each other, but rather as the
opposing ends of continuums. Thus, they became particularly meaningful from
a research point of view when comparing the two cultural groups.
1) The categorization/ specification or individuation continuum;
2) the individualism/ collectivism continuum;
3) the convergence I divergence continuum;
4) the understanding/ misunderstanding continuum;
5) the uncertainty avoidance or tolerance to ambiguity continuum;
6) the perceived ethnolinguistic vitality (or cultural status continuum, as this
study would rather refer to it);
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7) the power distance continuum; and
8) the culturally-based conversational rituals.

The theoretical definitions of each of these dimensions are discussed on the
literature review, Chapter II of this study.

Paradoxical Thinking
Can seemingly contradictory views be both valid?
From its conception, this study embraced paradoxical thinking, or the
understanding that two or more seemingly contradictory points of view can be
equally valid. Thus, it was assumed that all perceptions from the research
participants (as well as the researcher's own perceptions) were neither 'right'
nor 'wrong'. Rather, that each and everyone's observations could only be truly
understood if taking into account the point of reference. Or, as Berg & Smith
(1987) stated while studying paradoxes involved within group dynamics:
Contradictions can exist in both what people experience as actually
happening to them in the group and how these experiences are thought
about, or "framed". We are as concerned with the issues of framing as we
are with the "reality" of the experience itself, since framing substantially
affects "reality'' in the world of interactions. (p.14)
Similarly, even if apparently contradictive, each and everyone's
perceptions were understood as valid 'windows' into the phenomenon at hand,
and as representations of the unique combination of their cultural and personal
background. Furthermore, each and everyone's perspective was interpreted as
contributing to the topic as a whole. In dialogue with the research participants,
in observing and analyzing team meetings, and in reviewing organizational
documents, it was the researcher's task to make sense of the apparent
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contradictions that naturally emerged. Moreover, this inquiry assumed that
paradoxical thinking is of particular value when attempting to better understand
two or more cultures because it inherently takes into account the point of
reference when analyzing human behavior. This is specially the case when the
focus of the study is in permanent flux, such as when different cultures interact
with each other on a regular basis.

Limitations of the Study
The present study was restricted by a number of inevitable or
circumstantial conditions. First of all, it only included twelve research
participants and the observation of five team meetings of one single
organization. The sample is, therefore, fairly small, as it is frequently the case
with inquiries of this nature. This limitation, however, was mitigated by the
depth of conversations with each participant as the research findings show.
Additionally, as it the norm in dissertation processes, the study was carried out
by one single researcher with limited time and resources.
Another limitation was that due to the difficulty in finding
Unitedstatesians willing and able to participate in the study. Interviews with
four out of the six research participants of that cultural background occurred
over the phone whereas all six Salvadorians were interviewed in person.
Therefore, communication with those interviewees was not blessed with all the
non-verbal aspects of communication (i.e., eye contact, body language, general
ambiance, etc.) absent in telephone conversations. It is worth noting that
nevertheless, the phone conversations yield equally rich data than those
conducted in person.
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A third complication occurred as a result of the national crisis the United
States was undergoing due to the eminent, and then, actualizing of the war with
Iraq. Thus, most pacifists, individuals and organizations were mobilized, and
their schedules more erratic than normal. Consequently, team meetings were
frequently postponed or cancelled, and several interviews had to be
rescheduled.
A last limitation, as it is with all doctoral research, is that this study is
inherently restricted to the perspective of one researcher. This was lessened by
the adherence to a qualitative research method that purposefully sought for
participants input throughout the entire process. The researcher consciously
and permanently engaged in self-dialogued and retrospective inquiry regarding
her assumptions and interpretations, often checking them with research
participants either in person, over the phone or via email.

Significance of the Study
This study represents a unique contribution on intercultural
communication among teammates. First of all, although gradually growing,
research in the not-for-profit world clearly comprehends a extremely reduced
portion of intercultural communication or organizational development research.
The vast majority of this kind of research focuses on the corporate world,
government agencies, and less so in houses of learning, such as schools or
universities. Thirdly, although there is a vast amount of research focusing on
European and European American culture, inquiries exploring Salvadorian
culture are rare and hard to come by.
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Additionally, the researcher believes that this study can contribute to raise
awareness regarding the central role that intercultural communication matters
play in the well functioning of not-for-profit organizations. In fact, the research
process and findings can readily be used to nurture consulting endeavors,
workshops and formal education courses concerning theories and practices in
organizational development, intercultural issues, collaborative conflict
resolution and other related matters.
Lastly, in order to be congruent with the value that knowledge is power
and, as such, it should be shared with all population sectors that could benefit
from it, this dissertation was purposefully written in an accessible language,
friendly to the lay reader as well as sophisticated intellectuals. As a matter of
fact, all research participants will soon have access to the entire research piece,
as well as an Executive Summary of the research findings.

Definition of Terms
In this study, the following terms were understood within these
conceptual definitions:

Communicative behavior:
Communicative behavior refers to all the behaviors related to the act of
communicating, such as talking, writing memos, informing or not
informing.

17

Communication styles or patterns:
Communication styles refers to the particular ways through which a
culture or person tends to communicate, including conversational or
written communication venues. For instance, when a Mexican maquiladora
worker is resigning he or she is bound to express only positive statements
in exit interviews, even if he or she has a negative opinion of that
particular workplace. This is based on the cultural value of saving face to
their interlocutor (Lindsley, 1999).

Conversational styles or patterns:
One type of communication styles are conversational styles. They refer to
the particular ways in which a culture or a person tends to talk, such as
taking the lead in a conversation, pausing, using of relative language
("perhaps, you could ... "), tendency to apologize or offer help, or not, and
so forth (Tannen, 1994,1990, 1984).

Gringo or gringa:
The term gringo' or gringa' was frequently used throughout the
1

I

interviews by both Unitedstatesian and Salvadorian research participants.
It is worth noting that the terms are not pejorative, even though

historically they have certainly had a negative connotation, and can be
used in such way still in the present. Among the progressive movements,
both in Latin America and the United States, it is commonly used,
particularly to avoid the term American' which is inaccurate at best and,
I
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offensive at worst, due to the rationale provided above in the definition of
'Unitedstatesian'.

Intercultural and cross-cultural:
Intercultural refers to the ability to negotiate or cross a cultural boundary.
Cross-cultural, however, refers to a comparative study of intercultural
encounters for the sake of deriving patterns about intercultural
communication. Cross-cultural work, thus, is interested in the
generalizations that can be made about intercultural encounters. This
distinction seems to hold only in the English-language literature
(Schreiter, 1996).

Maquiladora:
According to 1994 Oxford Spanish-English Dictionary, a 'maquiladora' is
a "cross-board assembly plant", a term used in Mexico.

Not-for-profit organizations:
Also for clarification purposes, the qualifier "not-for-profit'' was preferred
to "non-profit''. It was understood that even organizations whose
existence is not based on seeking economic gain (thus, "not-for-profit'' in
nature) can actually make a profit in order to enhance their vision and
mission, as opposed to benefit a reduced group of individuals.
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Unitedstatesians:
The term 'Unitedstatesian' has been proposed as a way of referring to the
citizens of the United States of America. It explicitly and purposefully
avoids the colloquial use of 'American' since the word actually refers to
the peoples from America, the continent, and not exclusively to the
citizens of the United States. Additionally, the word 'estadounidense' does
exist in several romance languages, including Spanish, and literally
translates as 'Unitedstatesian'. Considering the nature of this study, this
terminology seems to be particularly appropriate since both cultural
groups to be studied are actually Americans (as distinguished from
Europeans, Asians, Middle Easterners and so forth).

Unitedstatesians of European ascent or Caucasian Unitedstatesians:
This terminology was used interchangeably. For simplification purposes,
on occasion the reader will also encounter the use of 'Unitedstatesian' or
'Unitedstatesians' without the qualifier of the ethnic origin.
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CHAPTER II

LITERATURE REVIEW

"In attempting to grasp another's culture,
we can gain a better understanding of ourselves and our own culture."
Jain, Porter and Samovar

Overview
An operational definition of culture will be presented and followed by a
conceptual exploration of the relationship between culture and communication.
Then, a description of the origins of the etic and ernie dimensions, how they have
transpired in various social science fields, and the different ways in which they
are defined by different authors will be offered. Additionally, the definition that
this study used as an analytical tool will be described. In the last portion of this
review, several theoretical constructs proposed by researchers dedicated to the
study of intercultural and cross-cultural matters will be explained.

On Defining Culture
Definitions of culture abound in a variety of fields. In the most general
sense, this inquiry adhered to those used in the seminal work of Edward T. Hall
(1976) who defined culture as the "man's [sic] medium, there is not one aspect of
human life that is not touched and altered by culture" (p. 23). In his view,
"culture is the form or pattern of living. People learn to think, feel, believe, and
strive for what their culture considers proper'' (p. 23). He added that:
formally defined, culture is the deposit of knowledge, experience, beliefs,
values, attitudes, meanings, hierarchies, religion, timing, roles, spatial
relations, concepts of the universe, and material objects and possessions
acquired by a large group of people in the course of generations through
individual and group striving (1976, p.24).
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Due to the research topic and interactive nature of the research design, the
following qualification by Bellah et al. (1985) was deemed particularly suitable
for this study:" (c)ultures are dramatic conversations about things that matter to
their participants" (p.27). Along similar lines is Tannen's (1998) portrayal:
"(c)ulture, in a sense, is an environment of narratives that we hear repeatedly
until they seem to make self-evident sense in explaining human behavior'' (p.13).
Communication and Team Work as Culturally Defined Constructs
Who defines whnt constitutes communication and teamwork?
One key aspect on which theorists agree when defining communication is
that it involves meaning. Lindgren (1953) stated that "communication, viewed
psychologically, is a process which is concerned with all situations involving
meaning'' (p. 135). Others have indicated that "communication is complete only
when the intended receiver perceives the message, attributes meaning (decodes
it), and is affected by if' (Jain, Porter & Samovar, 1981, p. 13). In his book
"Beyond Culture", Hall (1976) asserted the importance of the context in any
situation, which is inevitably embedded in culture, and on which it depends in
order to allocate meaning to any kind of communication. Jain, Porter & Samovar
(1981) affirmed that "(t)he terms culture and communication are essentially
synonymous. This inseparable relationship between culture and communication
is the key factor in our fully understanding communication" (p.24). Furthermore,
just what constitutes appropriate and effective communicative behavior is
derived from the norms and expectations that each and every culture sustains
(Dinges & Lieberman, 1989; Lustig & Koester, 1993; Martin, 1993; Spitzber, 1989).
Bradford et. al (1999) asserted that learning about the communicative

22

expectations that are deemed appropriate by any culture is a good start if anyone
in attempting to become competent at communicating with individuals from
such culture.
Hence, culture is the foundation of communication (Porter & Samovar,
1985). As a matter of fact, it "manifests itself in patterns of language and in
forms of activity and behavior that act as models for both the common adaptive
acts and the styles of communication that enable people to live in a society
within a given geographic environment at a given state of technical development
at a particular moment in time" (Porter & Samovar, 1985, p.19). Or, as Hofstede
(2001) would put it, culture is a way of being that members of a cultural group
share and which runs across all aspects of being: ''thinking, feeling, and acting,
with consequences for beliefs, attitudes, and skills" (p. 10).
Since the present inquiry is studying communication and culture as it
relates to work team dynamics, it will also tap on the work of Donnellon.
Through similar conceptual lenses, Donnellon (1996) affirmed that culture
impacts our definitions of what constitutes a work team and what are
appropriate behaviors within a team at work. That is, the way we behave in a
work group is founded in our culturally defined notions of what constitutes a
team leader, a peer, or a subordinate, as well as what are sound decision making
processes, collaborative work, communication in the workplace, and even use of
space while working. More specifically, she paid focused attention at how team
members communicate at work (i.e., their conversational styles, communication
avenues, and communicational habits) and how these behaviors impact the
creation and development of teams in corporate settings in the United States of
America. In sum, "(t)he conversations of teams thus provide a window on the

23

dynamic relationship between teams and their organizations, and on the internal
dynamics of teams" (Donnellon, 1996, p. 7). Thus, the internal life of
organizations and teams are mirrors of their culture.
The Two Dimensions of Culture: the Ernie and the Etic
How do cultures tend to behave when interacting with members of their own culture?
And, what about when interacting with members of other cultures?
A brief discussion on the process and debate involved in the birth and
development of these theoretical constructs will be presented. Then, the
definition that this study proposes for these concepts will be explained.

The Debate in the Construction of these Concepts
Researchers invested in the study of intercultural and cross-cultural
matters, regardless of their specific fields of study (i.e., anthropology, linguistics,
cross-cultural psychology or education), often refer to the ernie and etic
dimensions. These theoretical constructs derive from concepts forged by linguist
Kenneth Pike (1954) as the phonetic and phonemic classifications of sounds in
languages; the phonetic refers to the general sounds in languages that are
applicable to many languages and the phonemic refers to the sounds that are
specific to a language (Hofstede, 2001). In a more recently published debate,
Pike (1990) defined the ernie unit as "a physical or mental item or system treated
by insiders as relevant to their system of behavior'' (p. 28). He goes on to explain
that ernie units hold a series of particular features, such as being a "physical or
perceptual behavior to which individual native participants of a culture either
implicitly or explicitly attribute the characteristics of appropriateness for its
occurrence in a particular kind of context (e.g. hitting the ball with a baseball bat
is not appropriate in tennis)" (p.28). Pike (1990) also stated that some ernie units
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may be named by the natives of the culture itself, and others may be named by
members of another culture. For instance, the indirect object or intonation
components of a sentence in any language, can be named by a linguist who does
not necessarily belong to that particular culture; yet, it may still hold the insiders
point of view (Pike, 1990). In fact, as many linguists and anthropologists
recurrently mention, humans are often unaware of the structure of their own
language or the underlying beliefs and assumptions that their culture may hold,
yet still clearly know how to speak and how to behave within their own
linguistic and cultural groups. Therefore, examination by observers from outside
a culture may clearly be beneficial when attempting to deepen the insights of any
culture-that is, for the benefit of the insiders as well as the outsiders of that
culture. Moreover, characteristics or nuances about either the insider or the
outsider culture may well be unraveled in this dialectical process. It is key to
note that outsiders' observations are not expected to be either right or wrong.
Rather, they may be more or less fruitful in providing insights to the insiders'
view (that is, to fuel potentially deeper ernie perspectives) or about outsiders'
points of view (the etic dimension).
Pike (1%7) defined the etic viewpoint as one that "studies behavior as
from outside of a particular system, and as an essential initial approach to an
alien system" (p. 37). Furthermore, "(t)hrough the etic 'lenses' the analyst views
the data in tacit reference to a perspective oriented to all comparable events
(whether sounds, ceremonies, activities), of all peoples, of all parts of the earth"
(p. 41). In contrast, he stated that through the ernie lenses, the observer views:
the same events, at the same time, in the same context, in reference to a
perspective oriented to the particular function of those particular events in
that particular culture, as it and it alone is structured. The result is a kind
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of "tri-dimensional understanding" of human behavior instead of a "flat"
etic one.
It is worth noting that Pike's initial theoretical constructs of the ernie and

etic equation seem to gradually move from those focused on purely semantic
terms to others more broadly conceived, and thus, embracing socio-linguistic or
ethnolinguistic theoretical frameworks.
However, from then on, the ernie and etic dimensions seem to have taken
a life of their own. In fact, even beyond the fields of linguistics and
anthropology, the ernie/ etic constructs have fueled the understandings of many
theorists, even if frequently defined in different ways and not necessarily
founded in the works of Pike. Or, as Headland (1990) put it: "(b)y the early
1980's, in fact, I was becoming increasingly fascinated with the confusion I found
in people's definitions of the terms, and the distinctions that those definitions
were supposed to produce" (p. 15). Moreover, even when he adhered to the
theoretical concepts described by Pike, Levi-Strauss (1972) made the point that
the terms should actually be reversed in order to truly align them with the Greek
etymology! For example, Berry (1980) defined these concepts as Table N shows
on page 26.
As the reader can gather from looking at Table V, also on page 26, Lett
(1990) defined this distinction around his interpretation of what would be
interesting to communities in the knowledge yielded by either dimension.
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TableN
The Ernie and Etic According to Berry

Ernie

Etic

•

•

Studies behavior from within

outside the system

the system
•

Examines only one culture

Studies behavior from a position

•

Examines many cultures, comparing
them

•

Structure discovered by the

•

Structure created by the analyst

•

Criteria are considered absolute or
universal (pp.ll-12)

analyst
•

Criteria are relative to internal
characteristics

TableV
The Ernie and Etic According to Lett

Emic constructs are accounts,

Etic constructs are accounts,

descriptions, and analyses expressed

descriptions, and analyses expressed

in terms of the conceptual schemes

in terms of the conceptual schemes

and categories regarded as meaningful

and categories regarded as meaningful

and appropriate by the native members of

and appropriate by the community of

the culture whose beliefs and

scientific observers. (p. 130)

behaviors are being studied. (p. 130)

27

Moreover, and as it was indicated in Part I of this study, other researchers
define these constructs as irreconcilable concepts, and align them with
incompatible research approaches. As Table VI notes, Kim (1984) stated:
Table VI
Compatibility of the Ernie and Etic Approaches with Research Orientations
According to Kim
Ernie approach is congruent with:

Etic approach is congruent with:

Ethnomethodology, representing

Ethnoscience, representing the

the holistic-contextual-qualitative

methodological orientation of the

orientation.

analytic-reductionist-quantitative
approach.

In an attempt to contribute to the growing body of knowledge in various

social science fields which value the interplay between the ernie and the etic
dimensions when analyzing differences among cultural groups (Harris 1990;
Hofstede, 2001; Pike, 1990), the present study used them as two different and
mutually compatible concepts. Moreover, the very difference and compatibility
of the ernie and etic approaches was purposefully sought as a framework to
provide insight into the examination of two or more cultures. Or, as Harris
(1990) argued, the terms differ because they refer to a dialogue that allows for a
mutual understanding between contrasting positions.
Therefore, this research adhered to Schreiter's (1996) particular definition
which seems to be based on Pike's work, and yet has also departed from it. That
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is, and as table vn shows, the ernie dimension refers to how a culture views itself
and speaks to its own members.

TABLEVIT
Definition of the Ernie and Etic Dimensions According to the Present Study

Ernie Dimension:

Etic Dimension:

How does a culture view itself,
perceives, relates to, and converses
with its own members or cultural
insiders?

How does a culture view cultural
outsiders, perceives, relates to, and
converses with members of other
cultural groups or cultural outsiders?

Germane to this study:

Germane to this study:

How do Salvadorians conceive
communication? How do they
perceive themselves when
communicating with cultural
insiders?

How do Salvadorians perceive their
Unitedstatesians of European ascent coworkers when communicating in the
not-for-profit workplace?

How do Unitedstatesians of
European ascent conceive
communication? How do they
perceive themselves when
communicating with cultural
insiders?

How do Unitedstatesians of European
ascent perceive their Salvadorian coworkers when they communicate in the
not-for-profit workplace?

From a cultural insider point of
view, does the difference in
communication style impact the
team dynamics in the not-forprofit organizational culture?
If so, how so?

From a cultural outsider point of view,
does the difference in communication
style impact team dynamics in the notfor-profit organizational culture?
Hso, how so?

Following its research topic, this study assumed that that there are
particular ways in which each culture defines communicative competence and
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teamwork when interacting only with members of its own culture. For instance,
Kochman (1981) observed that there are particular ways in which African
Americans relate to each other in the workplace that differ from those in which
they relate to members of other cultural or linguistic backgrounds. Likewise, this
study looked at the particular ways in which Salvadorians or Unitedstatesians of
European ascent relate to each other in the workplace that may differ from how
they relate to their intercultural counterparts. This is represented in the etic
dimension, which refers to how a particular culture presents itself to outsiders
(Schreiter, 1996). For instance, Lindsley found that Mexican manag~rs working
in maquiladoras in Mexico owned by Unitedstatesians take on a bilingual identity

when interacting with managers from the United States, revealed in their code
switching into English. However, this behavior is not portrayed when
interacting with fellow Mexicans of the same organizational rank (Lindsley,
1999). Other communicative accommodations related to conversational styles
are also common (Lindsley, 1999) in intercultural scenarios and of interest to the
present piece of research.
It was assumed, obviously, that because members of a cultural group tend to

perceive and assess others through their own cultural lenses, cultural
interpretation is bound to happen, and thus these interpretive recurrences were
of particular interest. For instance, Argentinean workers tend to be more direct
and aggressive in their conversational styles than Costa Rican workers. The
truth of this observation is based on the personal experience of the researcher
and could easily be attested to by most by-passers. Therefore, it is not surprising
that Argentineans are most often perceived by Costa Ricans as rude, arrogant or
intruding. Cubans, however, whose conversational style in some realms is
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similar to Argentineans in terms of directness and aggressiveness, tend to
perceive Argentineans in a more positive light (i.e., as assertive, clear, or lively).
This observation is also based on the researcher's personal experiences and
validated by Dr. Alma Flor Ada, who is of Cuban in origin. Therefore, the
particular contrast of the observed cultures is of essence to this study.
The Cultural Differences Continuum
What are we comparing with when we say "different"?
When comparing the values as well as behaviors of the two cultures at
hand, the researcher analyzed them through the lenses of different theoretical
constructs identified by intercultural researchers. Those will be explained below.
It is worth noting, however, that congruent with Hofstede's (2001) notion of

intercultural dimensions as existing in degrees, the researcher explicitly
understood all dimensions as continuums rather than as dichotomies.
Therefore, the values and behaviors being compared would fall somewhere
within the range of the relevant continuum, or between opposite poles of the
same intercultural dimension.
For example, several researchers (Gudykunst & Ting-Toomey, 1988; Hall,
1976) have found that "differences in the communication styles prevalent in
Germany, Israel and the United States suggest that culture variation is minimal"
(Brosious, Kiewitz, Weavor & Weimann, 1997, p. 234). In other words, Germans,
Israelis and Unitedstatesians share many similarities with regards to their
communication styles. However, when taking a deeper look, these cultural
groups became fairly different from each other, and in different aspects. For
instance, Brosius et. al (1997) research findings showed that with regards to
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action orientation 2 Unitedstatesians proved to be the least active of the three
groups. Hence, in a conversation, they self-reported to be the least motivated to
ask questions, jump ahead of others or complete their interlocutors' thoughts, or
ask for more information from others. Whereas, regarding people's style,3
Unitedstatesians appeared to be the most concerned of the three groups. This
meant that in conversing, they self-reported as being more involved, trying to
find commonalties with their interlocutors or nodding and making eye contact
while interacting.
However, and as the researcher anticipated and will be further explored
when presenting the research findings, in this study Unitedstatesians of
European ascent appeared to be more actively involved in team meetings, as
defined by Brosious et. al (1997) than Salvadorians in equally culturally mixed
group meetings. That is, Unitedstatesians were more actively involved than
Salvadorians, according to both their own self-reported expressions
(representing the ernie perspective), and by how Salvadorians perceive them
(representing the etic perspective). The researcher observed, though, that this
intercultural dynamic within group meetings occurred when attendance showed
a fairly equal representation of Unitedstatesians and Salvadorians, and not in a
team meeting run by Salvadorians, in Spanish, and involving a clear majority of
Salvadorians.

2

"Action listening style, was defined by high loadings on three items:' I jump ahead and/ or
finish thoughts of speakers',' I ask question to help speakers to get to the point more quickly',
and 'I ask question to probe for additional information'. (Kiewitz et. al, 1~7, p. 238)
3

"People listening style was defined by three items: 'I become involved when listening to the problems of
others', 'I try to find common areas of interest when listening to new acquaintances', and 'I nod my head
and /or use eye contact to show interest in what others are saying'." (Kiewitz et. al, 1997, p. 238)
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Consequently, the researcher is not interpreting these theoretical
constructs as exclusive of each other, but rather as opposing ends of a
continuum. Thus, they became particularly meaningful from a research point of
view when comparing the two cultural groups.
Paradoxical Thinking
Can seemingly contradictory views be both valid?
Congruent with the notion of differences as continuums is the rejection of
dissociated thinking and the welcoming of paradoxical thinking. According to
the Third Edition of Webster's Dictionary (1997) a paradox is: "a statement that
seems contradictory, unbelievable, or absurd but that may be true in fact''
(p.979). A second definition provided by the same source states that a paradox is
"a person, situation, act, etc. that seems to have contradictory or inconsistent
qualities".
From its conception, this study embraced paradoxical thinking, or the
understanding that two or more seemingly contradictory points of view can be
equally valid. Thus, it was assumed that all perceptions from research
participants (as well as the researcher's own perceptions) were neither 'right'
nor 'wrong'. Rather, that each and everyone's observations could only be truly
understood if taking into account the point of reference. Or, as Berg & Smith
(1987) stated while studying paradoxes involved within group dynamics:
Contradictions can exist in both what people experience as actually
happening to them in the group and how these experiences are thought
about, or "framed". We are as concerned with the issues of framing as we
are with the "reality'' of the experience itself, since framing substantially
affects "reality'' in the world of interactions (p.14).
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Similarly, even if apparently contradictive, each and everyone's
perceptions were understood as valid 'windows' into the phenomenon at hand,
and as representations of the unique combination of their cultural and personal
background. For instance, Maggie, a Caucasian Unitedstatesian research
participant, initially stated that she did not see differences along cultural lines,
and later on commented on such differences. When asked whether perhaps she
believed both premises were in fact true, she responded affirmatively and in an
amused tone of voice. Therefore, the apparent contradiction of her accounts was
heard as potentially yielding deeper insights on the research focus, as opposed to
leading to the dissociation of two opposing 'correct' and 'incorrect' opinions. In
other words, the researcher purposefully avoided the view that what appears as
a contradiction limits her understandings. Or, as Fletcher and Olwyler (1997)
indicated:
while some paradoxical combination of ideas or actions may seem
impossible, often in reality it is not. The seeming impossibility has to do
with a person's own limited frame of reference. When a way is found to
make both concepts real simultaneously, a deeper truth is revealed (p. 7).
Furthermore, each and everyone's perspective was interpreted as
contributing to the topic as a whole. In dialogue with the research participants,
in observing and analyzing team meetings, and in reviewing organizational
documents, it was the researcher's task to make sense of the apparent
contradictions that naturally emerged. As a matter of fact, this inquiry assumed
that paradoxical thinking is of particular value when attempting to better
understand two or more cultures because it inherently takes into account the
point of reference when analyzing human behavior. This is specially the case
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when the focus of the study is in permanent flux, such as when different cultures
interact with each other on a regular basis.

Categorization and Specification or Individuation
How do we react when interacting with other?
Larkey (1996) proposed that "two cognitive processes operate while
people form their impressions of others": categorization and individuation. She
stated that "categorization operates by placing persons into broad categories
such as gender or race" (p. 469). Once this often subconscious and very first
assessment is evoked, she explained that "additional information about the
person is filtered through the schemata established of that category and either
forced to fit [it] or ignore [it]" (p. 469). For instance, when someone meets a
seven-year old girl, this person will most likely start relating to her through his
or her internalized concept of what a girl of this age is. This may mean speaking
in a softer and gentler tone of voice, or in a playful manner, or refraining from
talking about politics or sex with her.
Categorization serves the individual to make sense of a different
interaction while saving cognitive energy. However, categorization may also
prevent the person from recognizing information that does not conform to his or
her initial impression. Following the prior example, if this little girl happens to
be a stranded child who has lived in the streets of Rio de Janeiro for the last
couple of years, she may actually be very street-wise, including being somewhat
politically or sexually aware. Yet, the initial categorization of her may prevent
people from perceiving this until sufficient exposure allows for individuation to
occur.
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The second cognitive process is called individuation or specification, as
Larkey (1996) herself preferred to call it, which refers to the taking of information
about another person one piece at a time and composing a profile of the
individual based on a unique set of observed characteristics. This tends to
happen when people are confronted with unexpected experiences that do not fit
their heretofore categories, when there is a particular drive for accuracy in the
interaction, or when the interlocutor is highly motivated to understand and thus
pays close attention to those who are different from him or herseH.
It is within the interplay of categorization and individuation or

specification that people may learn more about other cultures and their own
perceptions of those cultures. In the process, they deepen their understandings
of their own culture.

The Individualism/ Collectivism Continuum
Who comes first, the individual or the collective?
Hofstede (2001) stated that the individualism/ collectivism antithesis "is
not a psychological but an anthropological distinction; it refers to societies, not to
individuals within those societies" (p.216). Triandis (1995) proposed the terms
idiocentric as a quality of societies emphasizing the seU-orientation of its
individuals, and allocentric as a trait of societies emphasizing the social contextorientations of its members. Thus, Hofstede's (2001) observation that" a person
can be allocentric within an individualist society, and vice versa" (p.216), which
reinforces the notion of fluidity of all cross-cultural dimensions. However,
because these terms have not yet been widely recognized, Hosftede (2001)
continues to use the individualism/ collectivism dimension, which:
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describes the relationship between the individual and the collectivity that
prevails in a given society. It is reflected in the way people live togetherfor example, in nuclear families, extended families, or tribes--and it has
many implications for values and behavior. In some cultures,
individualism is seen as a blessing and a source of well-being; in others, it
is seen as alienating (p.209).
Hofstede (2001) goes on to explain that:
Very traditional hunting-gathering tribes tend to live in nuclear families.
In more complex agricultural societies, people aggregate into extended
families, clans, or units. As agricultural societies develop toward still
more complex urban-industrial societies, family complexity decreases
again and extended families disintegrate into nuclear families;
grandparents are sent to homes for the aged, and single relatives lead
solitary lives (p.210).
Hofstede (2001) explained that the relationship between individuals and
their societies not only depends on the familial social structure, but that it is also
closely linked to society norms, understood as a value system of major groups of
population. Therefore, it impacts people's "mental programming'' (Hofstede,
2001, p. 210) as to how individuals go about their daily interactions. A key
element in our mental programming, he states, is the self-concept. This is, how
the cultural traditions that people belong to influence how its members construct
their notion of self, since "our cognition, emotion, and motivation all differ
depending on whether our culture has provided us with an independent or an
interdependent self-construal" (Hofstede, 2001, p. 210). Furthermore, Kitayama
& Marcus (1991) indicated:

People in different cultures have strikingly different construals of the self,
of others, and of the interdependence of the two ... Focusing on the
difference in self-construals enables apparently inconsistent empirical
finding to be reconciled, and raises questions about what have been
thought to be culture-free aspects of cognition, emotion and motivation
(p.224).
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In essence, Hofstede (2001), describes the cultures that foster independence in
its people, or individualistic cultures, as those:
•

emphasizing the freedom of its members

•

encouraging a sell-orientation

•

endorsing the development of an identity based on the individual, and thus
promoting an "I" consciousness

•

paying less attention on the context of interpersonal behavior, or "low
context-communication"

•

fostering hedonism,

•

inclining towards guilt (as individual feeling), rather than shame (as a feeling
linked to a particular community, whether physically present or not).

In contrast, he describes cultures that foster dependence or interdependence

among its members, or collectivistic, as those:
•

emphasizing the interconnectedness among its members

•

encouraging a social context or collectivity orientation

•

endorsing the development of an identity based on belonging to its ethnic
group, and thus promoting a "we" consciousness

•

paying more attention to the context of interpersonal behavior, or "high
context-communication"

•

dealing with survival of the community

•

inclining towards shame defined as a feeling linked to a particular
community, whether physically present or not, rather than guilt construed as
individual feeling.
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Additionally, Hofstede (2001) pointed out that "(b)ecause they are tied to
value systems shared by the majority, issues of collectivism versus individualism
carry strong moral overtones. Many Americans see the individualism in their
culture as a major reason for the greatness of the United States" (p.210). On the
other hand, a contrasting moral stance can be found in China, where
individualism and liberalism are traditionally seen as evil, selfish and
characteristic of the petite bourgeoisie and to be condemned. In alignment with
a fluid notion of cultural dimensions, as opposed to inflexible theoretical
constructs, he added that individualistic and collectivistic cultures also have
developed their own criticism (the ernie), as much as they have received criticism
(the etic). Perhaps, this is an essential ingredient in the evolutions of cultures,
being attracted as well as repelled by other cultures that appear as opposing and
irreconcilable.

The Convergence/ Divergence Continuum
Do we tend to adapt our communicative behavior when interacting with people from
other cultures or not?
Divergent communicative behavior refers to the "adherence to cultural
communication patterns in the face of difference" (Larkey, 1996, p.470). Said
differently, this is shown when someone does not change his or her
communicative behavior when interacting with someone from a different
culture. For instance, divergent behavior is demonstrated when professional
consultants, while doing business abroad, communicate with their international
colleagues in the exact same way, and perhaps even in the exact same language
as when doing business in their home country.

Larkey explained that, in

contrast, convergent communicative behavior refers to the "adjustment of
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communication style to match one's partner." For instance, this occurs when
international humanitarian workers learn the local language, adapt their
conversational style and dress differently in order to be respectful of and adapt
to the culture in which they are intending to serve.

The Understanding/ Misunderstanding Continuum
How much of what we understand is congruent with our intercultural interlocutor's
intended message?
"Misunderstanding is defined as interpretation that distorts the content or
intent of communication. When categorization occurs, interpretations are
limited to a very narrow range of perceptions and expectations, thus intensifying
miscommunication because of differences in ways in which language is used,
unexpected or misinterpreted communication patterns and linguistic cues,
different values and belief systems, or cognitive incongruities" (Larkey, 1996,
p.476). Intercultural misunderstandings happen as a result of a wide range of
differences. They can derive from simple nuances in the meaning of a particular
word or in pivotal differences in values and worldviews. For example,
intercultural misunderstanding can be the result of the inadvertent use of a false
cognate by a second language speaker (i.e., using the word 'argumento' when
referring to an argument between two people). Other perhaps more complicated
levels of intercultural misunderstanding may occur as the result of differing
world views. For instance, let's imagine that two cultures differ in their values
and beliefs about the role of women in the workplace. As a result,
misunderstandings may occur from differing expectations on whether smart and
professionally qualified women are expected to use their intellectual skills or to
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remain in their traditional role, such as taking notes in a meeting and agreeing
with the person of higher status in the work group.
Specifically regarding eventual misunderstandings based on language
misinterpretation, this study assumed that the content and the intent of the
message are equally relevant. Both were considered essential when taking a
dose look at communication between two different linguistic groups, which may
well be communicating in their second or third language.

The Perceived Ethnolinguistic Vitality or Cultural Status Continuum
How does the status between two cultures impact the way people address each other?
"Perceived ethnolinguistic vitality refers to individuals' subjective
perception of the status, demographics characteristics, and institutional support
of the language community" (Gudykunst, 1989, p. 223). In essence, it is the
perceived status that a particular ethnolinguistic group holds in relation to
another group and which itself manifests in how people address each other. For
this reason, this study is regarding this concept as "cultural status" since it more
explicitly states the difference in power, whether actual, perceived, or both, of
the cultural groups involved.

For example, back in the 1980's, a prominent

negotiator from the United States of America was requested to negotiate between
the Salvadorian guerrilla leaders (The Fabarundo Marti Liberation Front or
FMLN) and the Salvadorian government. In the initial conversation, over the
phone, the FMLN leader asked this negotiator why he should trust him since his
own government (the government of the United States, that is) was funding the
Salvadorian National Army by the millions. To which, according to his own
account, he replied: "Well, it would be stupid of you not to take my advice,
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because I am an expert in the field!" (This story was told in a workshop by the
very same negotiator, his reply is literal and witnessed by the researcher.) The
way this international negotiator addressed the FMLN leader shows he
perceived his own status as being superior to the status of his interlocutor, and
thus a clear example of this concept.
Additionally, this scene also shows that the international negotiator
assumed that negotiations are technical in nature and removed from their
political context. This assumption, in and of itseU, seemed to have played a key
role in impeding the negotiator from beginning to understand where the FMLN
leader was coming from. Moreover, it suggests some kind of political runvete
commonly perceived in Unitedstatesians by a variety of cultural outsiders.

The Uncertainty Avoidance or Tolerance to Ambiguity Continuum
How much does a culture tolerate ambiguity or uncertainty?
Uncertainty avoidance is "(t)he extent to which members of a culture feel
threatened by uncertain or unknown situations" (Hofstede, 2001, p.161). Or to
put it in more colloquial terms, societies with a strong uncertain avoidance
sentiment tend to believe that "what is different is dangerous" and those with a
weak uncertainty avoidance sentiment tend to be in the world assuming that
"what is different is curious" (Hofstede, 2001).
Similarly, tolerance for ambiguity or threshold of ambiguity, as Schreiter
(1996) preferred to call it, refers to the ability of people to deal with ambiguous
situations. He reminded us of the two key ingredients interacting in intercultural
scenarios. On one hand, ambiguity in itseU is a cultural construct (what may be
ambiguous to one culture, may be clear to others). On the other, the meaning of
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an ambiguous situation is also embedded in the actor's culture, as is the adaptive
behavior that may result from the person confronted with it.

The Power Distance Continuum
How do members ofa particular culture distribute power within groups?
Power distance is "the extent to which less powerful members of
institutions and organizations within a country expect and accept that power is
distributed unequally" (Hofstede, 2001, p. 98). As Hofstede (2001) defined it:
The PDI [power distance index] norms deal with the need for dependence
versus interdependence in a society. Inequality in a low-PDI society is
seen as a necessary evil that should be minimized; in a high-PDI society,
inequality is seen as the basis of societal order. Both low- and high-POI
countries [or perhaps, better stated as societies, not countries J have
hierarchies, but on the low-PDI side this is an arrangement of
-~---ronvenience.u-On the high-POI side the-hierarchy is existential: Superiors
are seen as superior persons (p. 97).
In societies higher in power distance, there is an understanding that
power exists in all relationships and that a latent conflict exists between the
powerful and the powerless. For instance, there may be a clear, yet often implicit
understanding that it is socially unacceptable to disagree with a person in a
superior position (i.e., a boss, a political figure, a professor, an elder or
whomever is considered to be in a hierarchical position). However, societies
lower in power distance believe that power should be used "only when it is
legitimate and that there is latent harmony between the powerful and the
powerless" (Gudykunst, 1989, p. 229). In other words, in these societies there is
an assumption that hierarchies permeate less their cultural fabric, fueling the
recurrent illusion that relationships are relatively equitable. It is worth noting
that this does not mean that societies lower in power distance have somehow
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"lesser'' power structures, but that they tend to go about them in ways that make
them less evident.

Conversational Rituals
Do Salvadorians and Unitedstatesians of European ascent talk in certain ways?
Socio-linguist Deborah Tannen has researched conversational styles and
rituals since the early 1980's. As she states in one of her publications "(p)eople
have different conversational styles, influenced by the part of the country they
grew up in, their ethnic background and those of their parents, their age, class,
and gender'' (Tannen, 1994, p.11). Congruent with all concepts presented in this
study, Tannen (1994) states:
Having grown up in a particular culture, we learn to do things as the
people we encounter do them, so the vast majority of our decisions about
how to speak become automatic. You see someone you know, you ask
"How are you?" chat, then take your leave, never pausing to ponder the
many ways you could handle this interaction differently-and would, if
you lived in a different culture. Just as an American automatically
extends a hand for a handshake while a Japanese automatically bows,
what the American and Japanese find it natural to say is a matter of
convention learned over a lifetime (p.lS).
Although Tannen's research has focused on gender dynamics, her work
also contributes immensely to those studying the many other factors that
influence the way people talk and relate to each other, such as culture. In fact, it
could be easily argued that gender based conversational styles are also defined
by culture. Thus, it is no accident that gender issues also arose in this study,
even without specifically looking for them.
Additionally, another two of her research premises were of particular use
in this piece of research. Related to the theoretical constructs of categorization
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and individuation or specification, Tannen (1986, 1990, 1994) explored the
meaning of finding patterns vis-a-vis searching for stereotypes when doing
gender-based socio-linguistics work. Just as Hofstede, she clarified the fact that
searching for recurrences in the ways of behaving and being of different groups,
does not mean that every single member of any group will necessarily behave
exactly in the same way. Understandably, there is variation not only between
gender (or, in this study, cultural) groups, but within them. Thus, patterns are
conceived as tendencies of behaving and being that make it possible for
individuals to be identified as members of that group. In Tannen's (1994) own
words:
(N)ot to imply that there is anything inherently male or female about
particular ways ·of 1alking, nor to claim that~ every individual man or
woman adheres to the pattern, but rather to observe that a larger
percentage of women or men as a group talk in a particular way, or
individual women and men are more likely to talk in one way or another.
(p.15)

The second premise that proved helpful is the understanding that neither
group (in her work, male or female; in this study, Salvadorian or Unitedstatesian
of European Ascent) is either 'right' or 'wrong'. As Tannen (1994) put it, "both
styles make sense and are equally valid in themselves, though the difference in
styles may cause trouble in the interaction" (p.23).

Difficulty may arise when

individuals belonging to different groups are not familiar with the rituals of their
interlocutors' culture, and thus are bound either to be puzzled or amused by
their ways of interacting, or to misinterpret them.
Similarly to the variety of dimensions or realms that have been introduced
so far, such as categorization or individuation, convergence or divergence,
understanding or misunderstanding, and uncertainty avoidance or tolerance to
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ambiguity continuums, Tannen explored a variety of rituals that appeared to
distinguish both genders. Some of them are the following:
•

Directness or indirectness in conversation

•

Asking for help or advice

•

Offering help or advice

•

Apologizing

•

Praising

•

Complaining.

This study paid attention to conversational patterns between Salvadorians
and Unitedstatesians of European Ascent and thus, inevitably, yields rich
insights with regards to gender dynamics in the workplace.

The Geapolitical and Denwgraphic Context: A Brief Overview
Finally, in order to contextualize this study, it is critical to recognize the
important geo-political, demographic and economic differences between the two
countries representing the two cultures at hand. Since an exhaustive explanation
is beyond the scope of the present study, a brief overview of some relevant
demographic and geographic data, and of the history between the United States
of America and El Salvador will be provided. Additionally, this information
allows for a better understanding of the birth and development of the solidarity
movement between Unitedstatesians and Salvadorians since the entire
movement emerged as a response to the United States' intervention in El
Salvador, particularly during the late 1970's and 1980's.
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Demographic and Geographical Data
The data presented on Table VID gives some indicators of the differences
between these two countries, as provided by the World Bank Fact Book 2002.

Table VIII
Demographic and Geographic Comparison Between the United States and El
Salvador.
USA

El Salvador

Geographical area

9,629,091 square km

21,040 square km

Total population

280,562,489

6,353,681

U$ 10.082 trillion

$28.4
billion
--·-

GDP per capita

U$ 36,300

U$4,600

Population below poverty line

13%

48%

Infant mortality rate

6.69 per 1,000

27.58 per 1,000

Life expectancy

77.4years

70.32 years

GDP
----~-----

-------·-

Note: Table was developed on data gathered at www.odci.sov/cia/publications/factbook

Even though no geographical or demographic figures suffice to portray
any country, these contrasting realities do frame the critical power difference
existing between the United States and El Salvador. They also help to
contextualize the historical perspective that follows.
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United States and El Salvador's Historical Relationship
It is a well-known fact that the United States of America has intervened in

internal Central American affairs ever since it was able to do so. As Barry &
Preusch (1986) wrote:
The United States began meddling in Central Americans affairs soon after
the Mexican-American War in the mid-1800's when politicians and
investors looked to the region as the next U.S. frontier. Private U.S.
adventurers call filibusteros 4 led mercenary armies that swaggered their
way through Central America looking for fortune and power. By the
1900's U.S. gunboats were dashing in and out of Central American ports
to enforce political order and ''protect U.S. property" (p.3).
Ever since, and under a

fa~ade

of protectionist alliances, the United States

has intervened in this region by embarking in prolific investment ventures,
affecting internal political matters, and even manipulating international aid with
the purpose of maintaining its hegemony (Barry & Preusch (1986). This has been
particularly the case in gradually impoverished Guatemala, Nicaragua and El
Salvador, where insurgent movements were bound to mushroom. As Robert
Olds, United State's Undersecretary expressed in 1927, while explaining the
intervention of Marines to fight the guerrilla forces of Augusto Cesar Sandino in
Nicaragua:
The Central American area constitutes a legitimate sphere of influence for
the United States, if we are to have due regard for our own safety and
protection... Our ministers accredited to the five little republics ... have
been advisers who advice has been accepted virtually as law ... we do
control the destinies of Central America and we do so for the simple
reason that the national interest dictates such a course ... There is no room
for any outside influence other than ours in this region ( Barry & Preusch,
1986, p.4 ).

4

"Fllibustero" means "buccaneer", dermed by New Webster's Dictionary (1997) as" a pirate or sea
robber, especially one who raided along the Spanish coast of America in the XVll century."
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Another way in which United States interfered in Central American
matters has been through its so-called economic aid program. "The first large
doses were sent in 1954 to Guatemala after U.S.-backed military leaders
overthrew the [democratically elected] reformist administration that challenged
United Fruit [Company]" (Barry & Preusch, 1986, p.4).
Although the United States' foreign policy and economic involvement in
El Salvador is as lengthy as in any of its neighboring countries, its interventionist
nature dramatically increased with the Reagan administration. As Barry &
Preusch (1986) documented:
President Reagan expressed his domino theory shortly after he became
president. What we are doing," said the president, is going to aid of a
government that asked for help against guerrillas and terrorists ... who
aren't just aiming at El Salvador but who are aiming at the whole of
Central and South America ... [and] eventually, North America." (p.6)
11

11

Masked as Economic Support Funds (ESF), United States aid to
Salvadorian Armed Forces tripled between 1981 and 1985, bearing a direct
relation to the war. Totaling 705 million dollars, the ESF funds, "do little to
actually develop the economy. Instead, cash transfers are used simply to keep
governments financially solvent without addressing the economic conditions
that caused the civil war'' (Barry & Preusch, 1986, p.31). As an illustration of this,
as Chomsky (1987) indicates, just between 1979 and 1981, it is estimated that
U.S.-backed military forces, including their "death-squads", were responsible for
approximately the murder of 30,000 people and forcing 600,000 others to become
refugees. By 1987, those figures had doubled.
The key difference in the late 1970's and during the 1980's is that
politically engaged citizens in the United States had the Vietnam era still fresh in
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their minds. In fact, many interpreted their country's presence in Central
America as a 'new Vietnam'. Pacifist groups, particularly lead by the faith-based
communities, organized a variety of responses in their attempts to stop military
aid to this region, and thus, the civil war. The faith-based sanctuary movement
welcomed the multitude of refugees fleeing their war-tom communities. Pacifist,
development not-for-profit, and other non-aligned organizations mobilized U.S.
citizens to put pressure on their legislators to end the war. Therefore, the
population of Unitedstatesians that founded these organizations and those who
they attracted was far from the average citizen. They appealed to the politically
engaged individuals that were driven by their faith or ideological consciousness
to exercise their power as Unitedstatesian citizens against their government's
interventionist policies and actions. This fact indeed plays a critical role in the
intercultural dynamics common in organizations involved in the solidarity
movement that are the focus of the present study.

Summary
In sum, the notions and resulting practices of communication in the
workplace and teamwork are embedded in culture. In order to better
understand how teams involving more than one culture actually work together,
intercultural and cross-cultural research is needed. Following Schreiter's (1996)
definition, through the lenses of the ernie theoretical construct we can learn how
a culture defines communication and work team when interacting with members
of their own cultural group. Through the etic lenses, however, we can open a
window into how two or more cultures define communication and team work
when relating to members of other cultures. Furthermore, in the interplay
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between the ernie and etic dimensions we are able to better understand the
similarities and differences of two or more cultures.
A variety of theoretical concepts have been identified in the intercultural
and cross-cultural communications field in order to learn about how people from
different cultures deal with their differences, such as the
convergence/ divergence or power distance dimensions. In this study, these
constructs were clearly understood as continuums between two poles. In this
fashion, it pointed out how cultural characteristics are relative to each other, and
thus, illustrated how it is often useful to compare cultures in order to better
understand them. Moreover, this is the case particularly when cultures are
interacting on a regular basis, since they are also bound intentionally or nonintentionally to influence each other, whether intercultural interaction occurs
within a specific community, an organization, or a region. Therefore, it is not
surprising that several research participants identified themselves as bilingual,
bicultural, or both.
Congruent with the notion that differences are not dichotomies, but rather
continuums relative to the point of references at hand, this inquiry embraced
paradoxical thinking. This is, the acceptance that seemingly contradictory
perspectives may not only all be valid, but that they can also lead to deeper
understandings. Consequently, dissociated and unequivocal truths were neither
sought nor found. Complexity and paradoxical scenarios, however, were paid
attention as they organically emerged from the entire research process.
Finally, a brief geo-political and historical overview of the United States
and El Salvador was introduced in order to contextualize the research process
and its findings.
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CHAPTER III
METHODOLOGY

Reality is in the eye of the beholder.
Miguel de Cervantes Saavedra

Qualitative inquiry cultivates the most useful ofall human capacities:
the capacity to learn.
Halcom

Restatement of the Purpose and Research Questions
The present study explored some of the culturally based communication
patterns and nuances, as well as contextual matters involved in the interaction
between Salvadorians and Unitedstatesians of European ascent working in notfor-profit organizations. It analyzed the intercultural interaction of these groups
and their impact on team dynamics. Organizational communicative practices
(i.e., decision-making processes, communication strategies, information sharing
and so forth) and conversational styles were studied with the specific intention of
understanding better their impact in the ability of work teams to relate to each
other and work together. Its focus, however, was conversational styles
embedded in the two cultures represented in the study in order to contribute
insights on how communication within intercultural teams in not-for-profit
agencies may be improved.
The three inter-related broad questions addressed by this study are:
Question # 1: What are some of the communication patterns common among
Salvadorians working in not-for-profits teams?
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1) What are some of their assumptions and expectations regarding what
constitutes good communication?
2) How do Salvadorians tend to perceive their own culture regarding the
following realms:
a) How directly or indirectly do they tend to communicate in work
teams?
b) How are they in terms of asking for help or advice in work teams?
c) How are they in terms of offering help or advice in work teams?
d) How are they in terms of agreeing or disagreeing in their work teams?
e) How are they regarding sharing feedback in their work teams?
f) How are they regarding thanking in work teams?

g) How are they regarding apologizing in work teams?
h) How are they regarding negotiating and handling conflict in work
teams?

Question # 2: What are some of the interpersonal communication patterns
common in Unitedstatesians of European ascent when working in not-for-profit
work teams?
1) What are some of their assumptions and expectations regarding what
constitutes good communication?
2) How do Unitedstatesians of European ascent tend to perceive their own
culture regarding the following realms:
a) How directly or indirectly do they tend to communicate in work teams?
b) How are they in terms of asking for help or advice in work teams?
c) How are they in terms of offering help or advice in work teams?
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d) How are they in terms of agreeing or disagreeing in their work teams?
e) How are they regarding sharing feedback in their work teams?
f) How are they regarding thanking in work teams?

g) How are they regarding apologizing in work teams?
h) How are they regarding negotiating and handling conflict in work teams?

Question # 3: How do both cultures tend to perceive the other culture in terms
of the above mentioned realms?

Research Design and Methodology
This study was initiated by contacting an international not-for-profit
organization involved in solidarity work between the United States and El
Salvador, which was blessed with a fairly equal involvement of people from both
cultures in their different locations in the United States as well as in El Salvador.
This organization, which will be referred to as 'Las Vecinas', allowed the
researcher to review their organizational materials pertaining to the topic at
hand, to observe their team meetings, as well as to interview some of its own
members. Since potential and unintended bridging of confidentiality would be
expected in any human circle, and to purposefully seek minimizing any
inadvertent conflict, out of the twelve interviews conducted at Las Vecinas, only
a four research participants were either current or former employees of such
organization.
In order to address the research questions, the researcher carried out
qualitative fieldwork through three typical data collection strategies: interviews,
observations and document analysis as defined by Patton (2002):
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Interviews:
Open-ended questions and probes yield in-depth responses about
people's experiences, perceptions, opinions, feelings, and knowledge.
Data consist of verbatim quotations with sufficient context to interpret
them.
Observations:
Fieldwork descriptions of activities, behaviors, actions,
conversations, interpersonal interactions, organizational or community
processes, or any other aspect of observable human experience. Data
consist of field notes: rich, detailed descriptions, including the context
within which the observations were made.
Documents:
Written materials and other documents from organizational,
clinical, or programs records; memoranda and correspondence; official
publications and reports; personal diaries, letters, artistic works,
photographs, and memorabilia; and written responses to open-ended
surveys. Data consist of excerpts from documents captured in a way that
records and preserves the context (p. 4).
As mentioned in the literature review, several conceptual frameworks
guided the data collection, yet did not pre-determine the analysis of the data.
Other literature was also explored throughout the study as it appeared
relevant to the gathered data.
The research process comprised three components:
1) review and analysis of organizational communication practices and
protocols,
2) observation of team meetings, and
3) a series of twelve interviews.
It was initially intended that these components were to be carried out in

the indicated sequence, even if occasional alterations to this order were
warranted. Even though a couple of team meeting observations were conducted
prior to the interviews, due to the organic nature of most not-for-profit
organizations (i.e., meetings not always happening as planned), that
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Unitedstatesian society was preparing for war (thus, directly further
complicating the schedule of a pacifist organization), and the fact that the
researcher is an independent consultant and, thus, needed to travel out of town
on two occasions, many interviews wound up being conducted simultaneously
to team meeting observations.

Portrait of the Not-for-Profit Organization: "l.Jls Vecinas"
Las Vecinas in a not-for-profit organization involved in Peace with Justice
work between the United States and El Salvador. It was born in th~ 1980's as a
response to the solidarity work needed when thousands of Salvadorians fled
their communities from the civil-war financed by the United States in several
Central American countries. Its organizational mission is three-fold. It offers
physical and spiritual support to refugees and economically disenfranchised
communities, supports groups in their advocacy efforts, and provides funding
for social and community development projects in El Salvador. Since it explicitly
defies traditional missionary-type of international work, it purposefully seeks
strategies to empower those in need as opposed to merely aid them. Currently, it
also focuses on empowering women through supporting small-scale economic
development projects, such as cooperatives.
Due to Las Vecinas' relatively small size, even though it has several
different offices in geographically distant locations, the gathering and analysis of
written materials pertinent to its organizational practices was reduced to the
latest Board Meeting Minutes, the Personnel Policy Manual, a nine-page report
of the organization's present programs and a visit to its website. These materials
provided sufficient organizational background for the researcher to be able to
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contextualize the team meeting observations, and the interviews of the few
research participants who were somehow related to Las Vecinas. In and of itself,
however, such data did not yield much information pertinent to
communicational practices within the organization, as the research analysis will
show.
Six team meetings with the participation of members of the studied
cultural groups were observed at Las Vecinas. With explicit allowance from all
team members, all meetings were tape-recorded and transcribed in whichever
language was spoken.

Sample
Twelve individuals with substantial experience working in not-for-profit
organizations involving representatives of the two cultures at hand were
interviewed. Due to the difficulty in finding Unitedstatesians with the required
experience (whether in El Salvador, or within the United States) who were also
willing and able to meet with the researcher in person, three of the research
subjects were interviewed over the phone. As a matter of fact, one of them, Gary,
was living in El Salvador when interviewed.
The team meetings included Salvadorian immigrants, Salvadorian
Americans and United States citizens of European ascent, most of whom have
also interacted with individuals of other ethnic and linguistic backgrounds,
particularly Salvadorians.
Language Use
All but one staff member at Las Vecinas self-reported to be bilingual, even
though the researcher did not hear any word uttered in Spanish by some of the
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staff members. All the five staff meetings observed at Las Vecinas were
conducted in English, with occasional sprinkles of words or expressions in
Spanish. Yet, the one volunteer team meeting observed, which operates in a
parallel fashion to Las Vecinas and is run by volunteers, on weekends, and
with a noticeable majority of Salvadorians, was fully conducted in Spanish.
The two Unitedstatesian women present at the meeting were most likely
somewhat bilingual (otherwise, they must have had quite a boring experience,
or an amazing sense of humor, to stand fairly still in a two-hour long meeting!),
since they only spoke when introductions were happening. Just how bilingual
the Salvadorian participants were simply escaped the researcher's observation.

Research Participants' Selection
Research participants were sought through word of mouth, starting with a
couple of the researcher's acquaintances and suggestions by the Executive
Director of Las Vecinas. Thus, individuals who had extensive experience
working with Salvadorians and Unitedstatesians of European ascent in a not-forprofit setting were requested whether they would be willing and able to
participate in this study. Potential participants were called and I or emailed once
or twice, after which they were not contacted anymore unless they had replied.
Additional selection criteria included their expressed level of interest in the topic
and gender, since the intention was to keep the closest gender balance possible.
For instance, one team member at Las Vecinas approached the researcher at the
end of a meeting expressing interest in the topic. As soon as they started talking,
that team member shared two very insightful observations and thus, was asked
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whether she was interested in being interviewed. Not surprisingly, she accepted
immediately.
Additionally, the researcher asked participants if they knew any one who
might be interested in participating in the study. Through the social network
within the Solidarity Movement with El Salvador, several Salvadorians referred a
whole list of organizations and individuals who might be interested, or who
could lead to them. The list included the Salvadorian Embassy, the Salvadorian
Chamber of Commerce, several organizations serving the Salvadorian
community in one way or another, and Salvadorians currently working in
universities or other cultural endeavors. As a result, the researcher wound up
intervie.wing Sahr~doria11s w~o had interpreted "not-for-profit'' organizations as
the Lions or Rotary Clubs, or as International Aid efforts around Hurricane
Mitch or the series of earthquakes El Salvador suffered in 2001. Even though she
learned more about some intricacies of Salvadorian culture, those interviews
were not used as research data because they did not apply to the organizational
context that the study was looking at.
However, seeking Unitedstatesians who had the relevant experience, and
who were willing and able to meet with the researcher, turned out to be a more
complicated endeavor. Some potential participants replied within a few days,
and showed enthusiasm in being a part of the study. Yet, the vast majority of
contacted individuals indicated that they did not have the time to do so.
Eventually, the researcher had no choice than to interview individuals outside of
California, and even in one case, living in El Salvador. All of these research
participants were interviewed over the phone, and were all given the option to
choose their pseudonym, even though not everyone used that opportunity.
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Research Participants' Portraits
"Maria"
Maria is a vibrant and cheerful woman, probably in her late thirties. She
has a background in education, used to be an elementary school bilingual teacher
for many years. She currently works as a Spanish teacher at a private elementary
school, as an educational consultant and as a translator I interpreter. Even
though she has only worked in a small not-for-profit organization for a short
period of time, in her capacity as a free-lance worker she interacts with not-forprofit organizations on a regular basis.
Maria considers herself as a "Salvadorian at heart"["salvadoreiia de

coraz6n"] even though she was born in the United States and was five years old
when her family returned to El Salvador. From age five to her early twenties, she
was raised in El Salvador in a family that she defines as "middle class". Her
father was a lawyer and her mother a homemaker. She has several sisters, all of
whom were sent to a Catholic school. She is fully bilingual, and enthusiastically
stated that" I am thrilled about being able to navigate both (worlds) ... here and
there ... in Spanish and in English ... with Anglos, with Latinos ... I love that!" [

"A m{ me encanta poder navegar los dos (mundos) ... aquf y allti... en espaiiol o en
inglis ... con los anglos, con los llltinos ... me encanta eso! ... "]
The entire conversation was held in Spanish, the only language in which I
have communicated with her. Occasionally, we both weaved in words or
phrases in English. Maria is a fast-spoken person and gives examples or tells
mini-stories to illustrate her points of view. She accompanies her speech with
her hands and face gestures.
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"Carmen"
Carmen is a middle-aged Salvadorian woman who has been living in the
United States since she was a teen-ager, and as she literally stated: "I was
brought by my mom!" As a child, she was raised in a poor neighborhood in San
Salvador, in a family of four. Her father worked in construction and her mother
was a seamstress. She has been involved in the political movement since her late
teens, and for many years traveled back and forth between the United States and
El Salvador. She giggled when asked about how she would define herself from a
cultural standpoint. Then, shared that she considers herself Salvadorian, but not
one that takes on the traditional Salvadorian female role. Particularly due to this,
she considers herself "a mix" ["una mezcla"], a person of Salvadorian roots, but
bicultural in certain regards, such as gender roles.
The entire conversation was held in Spanish, the only language in which I
have communicated with her. Carmen is soft spoken and thoughtful, often
pausing to think through the issue at hand. A glutton for good laughs, she also
is quick at pointing out the ironies of situations by responding critically and
facetiously. It is not surprising then that gender issues dominated an important
portion of our conversation.

"Celia"
Celia is a Salvadorian woman who describes herself as bicultural. She
was raised in San Salvador in a middle and upper class Salvadorian family,
which for generations has been involved in politics, academics, and the arts.
Many years ago, she came to the United States with a scholarship to get her
Master's in Public Administration at a prominent university. She is in her early
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forties, has lived in the USA for nearly 20 years, is a citizen of the United States,
and takes her "role as a North American woman very seriously." She has been
involved in the Peace and Justice work, and "anti-poverty" work, both in the
United States and in El Salvador for most of her professional life.
Celia is eloquent, candid, very expressive, frequently accompanying her
speech with hand movements and face gestures. She often pauses to think. The
entire conversation was held in Spanish, the only language in which we have
interacted from the very first contact. Both of our speeches were occasionally
sprinkled with words and expressions in English.

"Maggie"
Maggie is a sparkly and energetic young woman in her late twenties or
early thirties, who has worked in the Solidarity Movement with El Salvador for
seven years. She was raised on a small farm in the Rocky Mountains region. Her
father was a realtor during an economic depression and her mother raised the
children, worked the farm, and worked nights doing domestic help. Thus, her
family was "at the cusp of a middle and working class." An "all American"
family who can trace back their ancestry to the founder of a North Eastern state.
From the very beginning, Maggie showed tangible enthusiasm for the
research topic. In our conversation, she seemed very careful in choosing her
words, often pausing to reflect on her own impressions, allowing her to dig into
the seemingly contradictive aspects of intercultural communication. For
instance, at some point, she stated that many observed differences were not
along cultural lines, but then indicated that she had, in fact, noticed cultural
differences. When softly probed, she amusingly agreed to my hunch that she
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might believe that both are true. She was also one of the several participants
that pointed out differences along gender lines.
The majority of the conversation were held in English, even though
Maggie is fairly bilingual, and we both sprinkled the dialogue with words and
expressions in Spanish.

"Sarah"
Sarah is an Unitedstatesian of English and Irish ascent, a descendant of
families that have lived in this country for four or five generations on one side,
and back to the 1700's on the other side. Probably in her early forties, she has
lived and worked in Central America for many years, and in El Salvador for
several of them. She was raised within drastic economic differences. While she
was raised as an "alternative hippie with no money, living in trailers, little
cabins, and sometimes with no flushed toilets", she also had access to her
mother's family who were wealthy.
Sarah is fully bilingual, and identifies herself as bicultural. She shared
that she used to swing back and forth between feeling more Unitedstatesian, or
more Salvadorian. She talked with pride about her linguistic and cultural
abilities to move between the professional milieu of Unitedstatesian foundations
and organizations, and the Salvadorian women in the market in San Salvador,
where she felt more at home. Her Spanish is blessed with idiomatic expressions
typical to Central America, and has a distinctive North American accent. Our
conversation went back and forth between English and Spanish.
After ten years of living in Central America, Sarah returned to the United
States to study Sociology. She currently works as a consultant for a foundation
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doing grant work in Latin America, and is based on the West Coast of the United
States.

"Maureen"
Maureen is a middle-aged Unitedstatesian who identified herself as
"white educated Irish Catholic". She was raised in a middle class family that
"didn't have a lot of money because we had so many kids, but ... we had a lot of
education (giggles)". Her parents were both in the education field and all her
siblings are college graduates. However, she described her parents as
"economically downwardly mobile", her father going through many years of
unemployment and her mother never able to buy a home after divorcing.
Maureen has worked in the Solidarity Movement since she graduated
from college, which allowed her to travel a few times a year to El Salvador, and
lived with a Salvadorian boyfriend for six years. However, she expressed feeling
somewhat "presumptuous" about stating she is ''bi-cultural". However, she does
think of herself as bicultural in the sense that she feels " very comfortable among
Latinos and values many aspects of the Latino subculture in the US."
Additionally, she emphatically shared that she considers her politics as well as
her bilingualism as important aspects of the culture she identifies with.
Our entire conversation was held in English, the only language we

communicated from the very beginning. Although she was very candid and
tended to talk fairly fast at times, she often paused to reflect on the question or
issue at hand. She appeared to carefully select her words while describing her
point of view, particularly at the very beginning of our dialogue.
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"Karlos"
Karlos is a Salvadorian man, probably in his mid or late-thirties. He
defined himself as a "Salvadorian immigrant", who came to the United States as
a teen-ager, and completed his high school and university education in this
country. He stated that it is within this society that he has been able to
appreciate the value of being bilingual and bicultural. Additionally, he
identified himself with the Latin American culture at large, " I know that we
Latin Americans contribute many things ... we are different, but the language
unites us ... I appreciate my culture because it has influenced how I do things,
how I converse, where I live, and where I work." [" ... si que los latinaomericanos

aportamos muchas cosas ... somos diferentes, pero nos une el idiorna ... aprecio la cultura
mfa porque ha influido

romo hago las cosas, romo converso, dOnde vivo, y dOnde

trabajo."]
Karlos is very informal in his speech, giggles abundantly, and often tells
an anecdote or short story to exemplify his point of view. In an amusing tone, he
recounted that he has almost only worked among women for the past 15 years,
feeling that he has been heavily influenced by their work and conversational
style. It is no accident, then, that he is quick at pointing out gender differences in
the workplace.
Our entire conversation was in Spanish, sprinkled with some occasional

words in English. Karlos is fluent in both English and Spanish, languages that he
speaks with "no second language accenf' -or as a native speaker.
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"Alejandro"
Alejandro is a Salvadorian man, in his mid-forties who self-identifies
himseH as bilingual and bicultural, since he has lived approximately hall of his
life in El Salvador, and the other half in the United States. Born in a semi-rural
area in the outskirts of San Salvador, from parents worked in agriculture, he
analyzed that his social class status varies depending on what country he
happens to be at.
"Here, in the United States," he reflects," I am about middle class ... so, I
am not the low-income Latin American as many are, right? ... and in El
Salvador, those of us who came to the United States become upper class.
For example, who from the rural zones has ever traveled on an airplane?
(smiles) ... perhaps, nobody, ever, right? Who from the rural zones can
afford a 20 dollar meal? (giggles) ... in El Salvador, only those with money
can afford it."

["Aai, en los Estados Unidos, (soy) como una clase media ... o sea que no soy el
latinoamericano que estti con bajos recursos como muchos,;_verdii? ... en El
Salvador, los que henws venido a los Estados Unidos pasamos a ser una clase
alta ... por decir, ;_quiin del campo ha viajado en un avinn? (sonrie) ... qui:zJis
nadie, nunca, verdii? . . . ;_quiin del campo puede comerse uan comida de 20
dO/ares? (echa una pequefia risa) ... eso, en El Salvador, s6lo lo puede hacer
alguien que tenga dinero."]
Alejandro spoke in a soft voice, occasionally emphasizing words or
portions of his discourse without raising his voice, and in an engaged fashion all
throughout the conversation. We only talked in Spanish (which has been the
language in which we have consistently communicated from the very start).

"Salvador''
Salvador comes from a very small and rural town in El Salvador, where
"no one was financially affluent, yet enjoyed a rich, happy and fun life ... almost
everyone worked in agriculture" and where in the 1960's becoming a teacher was
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a popular way of climbing up the social ladder. He is a middle-aged man who
came to the United States in the seventies at the age of 19, sent by his mother.
He passionately stated that even though he emigrated before the civil war began
in El Salvador, he has always kept in touch with his native country and its
political struggle. Thus, he got involved in the Solidarity Movement as soon as
the war erupted, and has been very active in the Salvadorian community in the
United States ever since.
Trained as an accountant in his native country, he worked in a restaurant
for a few years while he was learning English and acculturating to the United
States. He then transitioned into an office clerk position at a Credit Union, and
has worked in this field ever since. Salvador self- identifies as " 100 percent
Salvadorian", is a gifted storyteller, and a very pleasant and soft-spoken man.
He occasionally taps on his desk to emphasize his words without raising his
voice one single decibel. The entire conversation was held in Spanish, the only
language we spoke from the very beginning. Both of us occasionally blended in
a word or expression in English.

"Will"
Will is a young man in his late-twenties who half-jokingly self identified
as "very white" because he is very fair skinned. He was raised in a "fairly large
and strongly opinionated" Catholic family. Initially, it was a working class
family which qualified for government subsidized housing, but gradually
became middle class, as later on in Will's upbringing, his father became a
psychologist. He currently considers himself a practicing Catholic.
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His ethnic background is 75 percent Irish and 25 percent Norwegian; his
great grandparents were born in Ireland and Norway. He stated the fact that he
is a middle child and that being an identical twin has deeply impacted his
persona, making him " a little bit more alert than average to how other folks are
feeling'', and " more aware of some of the subtleties of how we communicate."
And indeed, in our two-hour dialogue he showed an insightfulness that reflected
an unusual level of self-awareness for a man his age.
Will has lived and worked in El Salvador, recently returned to the United
States and continues his involvement in the Solidarity Movement with that
country. Our entire conversation is held in English, with occasional words or
expressions in Spanish woven into the discourse. Will speaks eloquently and in
a fast paced manner, frequently stopping to think or reflect about the issue at
hand.

"Gary''
Gary is a young man in his mid-twenties, who has been involved in the
Solidarity Movement in one fashion or another since 1996, in the United States as
well as in El Salvador. He has lived and worked in El Salvador on two occasions,
adding up to almost five years. He has been living in San Salvador for almost
three years now.
Gary and his brother were raised by a single mother in a small mid-West
town. He describes his family as 100 percent Polish on one side and 100 percent
German on the other side. They were also Catholic and his mother made sure he
went to Catholic schools all throughout high school. He was raised within a
working class milieu, counting on government assistance while his mother went
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soon as we started talking, I sensed that he has given a lot of thought to issues of
communication, diversity and teamwork. He speaks confidently, occasionally
pausing to think deeper, and brings a highly personal touch to his observations.

Data Collection
Initial Meeting with Executive Director
Once the researcher was given the permission to go ahead with her
research by the University's Institutional Review Board for the Protection of
Human Subjects, she requested an initial meeting with the Las Vecinas'
Executive Director. Her aim was to lay out the research purpose, topic, and
process with the intention of negotiating some of the specifics of the research
process. These included, yet were not limited to, what would be the appropriate
forum to orient the staff on this research project, the types of meetings to observe
and their schedules, and how to gather written data and selection of research
interviewees. Some of these items were discussed over the phone and email, and
some in person.
Analysis of Organizational Communication Practices and Protocols
The researcher was instructed by the Executive Director to request the
Associate Director, who chose "Joy" as her pseudonym, for organizational
documents that might yield information about organizational communication
practices. As mentioned above, because at Las Vecinas many of these
organizational processes live in the memory of some of its remaining members,
rather than being documented, the reviewed organizational materials were the
Personnel Policy Manual, a nine-page overview of the current programs, and a
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visit to Las Vecinas website. All of them were interesting, some of its qualities
insightful, and thus provided the researcher with a clear general sense of the
organization. Copies of all documentation were kept under the researcher's
possession, guaranteeing full confidentiality to both the individuals and the
organization kindly participating in the research.

Observation of Team Meetings
The Executive Director of Las Vecinas requested the researcher to explain
the purpose and process of the inquiry briefly at the very beginning of a team
meeting. Prior to that specific date, the researcher sent via email a one-pager
plainly stating the research purpose, its topic, its process, its qualities, the
expected benefits to anyone involved (whether they were interviewed or not),
and the researcher's as well as her advisor's contact information in the event that
they had any questions or concerns (see Appendix A). At the very first team
meeting, the researcher told the staff at Las Vecinas that this study would allow
the researcher to fulfill one of the requirements for a doctoral degree in
Education, with an emphasis in Organizational Development. They were
informed that the research topic is communication, culture, and teams in not-forprofit work settings. Questions were welcomed and answered. Permission for
tape recording team conversations, guaranteeing for full confidentiality, was
requested and granted. Following this, the function of the organization consent
letter, which was already taken care of by the Executive Director, was explained.
This

~~introduction

to the research" was purposefully done in order to create an

initial rapport between the work team and the researcher, and thus minimize the
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potential anxiety of the participants as well as maximize their engagement in the
process.
As mentioned above, five team meetings were observed. The researcher
took notes and, since permission was granted, she also tape-recorded the team
dialogues. Full transcripts of these meetings were offered to those at Las Vecinas
who requested them. All team members were offered the choice to select their
pseudonym, a decision making power that some chose to use, and others did
not. Due to its relevance to the research topic, participants were requested to
choose a name that maintained their cultural and gender identity. For instance, a
Salvadorian man chose to be named "Karlos", and a Unitedstatesian woman
chose "Sarah". Las Vecinas' Executive Director also chose the organization's
pseudonym.
Since agendas were collectively drafted at the very beginning of each team
meeting, there was no need to gather those. One document, referring to Las
Vecinas' position regarding the current United States immigration policies, was
explicitly made reference to in one team meeting. Very thoughtfully, Joy had
made a copy for the researcher, so that she could better follow the conversation,
since all staff members had already received it.

Interviews
Out of the twelve interviewed individuals, four were members of Las
Vecinas, and three were participants in the observed team meetings, and never
all three were present at once. They were chosen at the discretion of the
researcher as well as by the availability and disposition of the research
participants. The remaining eight interviewees were unrelated to Las Vecinas,
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and met the specific needs of this study. That is, all of them were Salvadorian or
Unitedstatesian of European ascent, with extensive experience working at a notfor-profit agency and in teams involving the two cultural groups mentioned.
The strategy of interviewing only a small portion of Las Vecinas' staff, and a
majority of non-staff members, was intentional. Due to the often delicate nature
of intercultural relations, and the fact that the Solidarity Movement with El
Salvador in the United States is fairly close, the researcher purposefully wanted
to minimize the chance that openness was hampered due to the research
participants fearing that co-workers would figure out each other's point of view,
and thus cause inadvertent tensions or conflicts among them. Additionally,
~-~Jl-fi~-~ll!ia~ry

was guaranteed on what was shared in private settings.

Interviewees were also requested to sign consent letters (a sample letter is
shown on Appendix B) and were given a copy for their own records. The
researcher interviewed all research participants after finding a mutually
agreeable time, and when appropriate, on a mutually agreeable place. All
interviews allowed for fully confidential conversation. They lasted a minimum
of 60 minutes and only in one circumstance lasted up to two hours. They were
all tape-recorded with prior agreement of each interviewee. The researcher also
took notes as the conversations progressed. Full transcripts of the interviews
were typed-up by the researcher, in either language used (English or Spanish).
All research participants were provided a transcript of their interview via email
as well as a hard copy via regular mail, and were given the choice of reviewing it
in order to correct any potential error, or add any further comments. No
interviewee replied with any such error, or additional comment. Each
participant only had access to the transcript of his or her interview. Nobody else
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except for the researcher has had, nor will ever have, access to the interviews or
the team meeting transcripts.
When interviews were conducted over the phone, a copy of the consent
letter and the "Orientation to the Research" one-page document was emailed to
them previously. Additionally, hard copy consent letters signed by the
researcher were mailed together with a self-addressed envelope in order for
them to mail back one copy to the researcher. For those interviewees living in
the United States, their envelopes were also stamped. The researcher called all
research participants, so they did not incur in any expense.
Each participant was interviewed once. The interviews were oriented by a
discussion guide developed on the basis of the initial findings that resulted from
the team observations, the review of organizational materials, and the literature
review (Appendix C). The interviewees were given time to expand their
contribution in any direction that they thought was germane to the research
topic.

Data Analysis
The data analysis was guided by two complementary approaches. The first
was a triangulated inquiry approach, as suggested by Patton (2002). It
encouraged me to constantly reflect on my own assumptions and
understandings, as well as the ones of the research participants and the audience
reading the research findings. The second was a holographic model as suggested
by Hecht (1998) and adopted by Lindsley (1999), among others. The main
purpose of using this approach is that it allows for the consideration of the
different interconnected layers in which complex issues dwell, including its
larger context; in this case, called the "Socio-political and economic context."
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The Triangulated Inquiry
As suggested by Patton (2002), this approach is represented in Figure One:
"Reflection Questions: Triangulated Inquiry". The reflexive lenses pertinent to
this study were culture, language, and values, as they relate to culture (rather
than personal values, that is). The members of the dissertation committee were
the initial audience of the study; secondly, the scholars and researchers who have
an invested interest in the research topic and/ or methodology will join them. As

Figure One
Reflection Questions: Triangulated Inquiry

Those studied
(participants):
How do they know \
what they know?
What shapes and has
shaped their
world view?
How do they perceive
me? Why?
How do I perceive
them?

7

Reflexive screens:
Culture, age, gender, class,
social status, education,
Family, political praxis,
language, values.

v

Those receiving the
study (the audience):
How do they make
sense of what I give
them?
What perspectives do
they bring to the
findings I offer? How
do they perceive me?
How do I perceive
them?

Myself:
(as qualitative inquirer)
What do I know? How do I
know what I know? What
shapes and has shaped my
perspective? With what
voice do I share my
perspective? What do I do
with what I have found out?

Source: Patton, M. (2002) Qualitative Research and Evaluation Methods. Third Edition. Sage
Publications. Thousand Oaks, London, New Delhi. (Reproduced with permission).

75

a sign of respect to Las Vecinas, as well as to each and every one of the research
participants, and satisfying the request of several of them, an Executive
Summary was emailed and mailed to all interested parties, starting with its
participants. As it is of essence in qualitative inquiry, the researcher's
assumptions and understandings were thoroughly examined at each stage of the
data analysis.
Initially, organizational materials relating to communication within the Las
Vecinas were read with the purpose of providing the researcher with a general
sense of the communicational dynamics of this organization, as well as for
possible identification of practices or nuances that may yield insights regarding
intercultural issues. Documents were organized in a file, highlighted, and coded
on the side.
Observation notes and transcripts of meetings, as well as the interview
transcripts, were read several times seeking patterns or nuances related to the
theoretical constructs explored on the Literature Review, or the researcher's own
thoughts on the topic at hand. For each observed meeting and interview, a two
to three pager table was created, with the principal realms explored and stating
corresponding quotes, and indicating their transcript page numbers (see
Appendix D).

The Holographic Approach
Critical to the analysis of any kind of intercultural and organizational
dynamics is the understanding of the larger context in which they are embedded
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and develop. Similarly to how Hecht (1998), Lindsley (1999) and others have
suggested, this study purposefully acknowledges that the explored
communicational dynamics are highly complex phenomena, requiring any
analysis to be framed within their macro-context. As Hecht (1998) properly
argued, complexity of intercultural communication calls for a holographic
approach allowing for multi-layered analysis. Or, as Talbot (1991) stated: "(o)ur
almost universal tendency to fragment the world and ignore the dynamic
interconnectedness of all things is responsible for many of our problems, not
only in science but in our lives and our society as well" (p.49). Therefore, a
holographic approach forces the recognition of an overarching layer of analysis
encompassing intercultural interactions. This third layer pays attention to the
cultural group and intergroup power relationships that permeate the historically
and collectively constructed intercultural relationships. Or, as Lindsley (1999)
pointed out "macrocontextual issues relate to intergroup power and inequality
issues" (p.7). Therefore, on Chapter N as the findings are presented,
the researcher has chosen a three-layered approach to analyzing the data.
On the basis of this initial organization of the data, the researcher

developed one-page figures by realm, showing the points of view of research
participants on that particular category. Therefore, a figure was developed for
the following realms: communication definition, asking for advice or help,
offering advice or help, expressing disagreement, offering positive or negative
feedback, thanking, apologizing, and handling conflict in the workplace. Those
figures served to organize the analysis of the data and are all included in the text
with its correspondent translations.
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The theoretical constructs explored in the literature review of this proposal,
as well as others contributed to the intercultural studies field by the work of
prolific researchers, were tapped on throughout the analysis of the data. The
researcher's reflections, new questions, and thoughts were recorded on a journal.
As with the organizational materials, this data was organized by categories in
files highlighted and coded.

Instrumentation: The Background of the Researcher

The researcher was born and raised in South America in a bicultural
family (mother is Argentinean, of Uruguayan ascent, and father was born and
raised in the United States of America, of European ascent). While growing up,
her family visited the United States of America on several occasions, and lived in
France and India for extended periods of time. Thus, from a very early age she
has been exposed to cultural differences stemming from heterogeneous cultural,
linguistic, religious creed or socio-economic backgrounds.
On a professional level, she has over twenty years of experience

participating in work groups involving members from diverse cultural
backgrounds. Having lived and worked at varying latitudes in the Americas
(Uruguay, Argentina, Chile, Nicaragua, Costa Rica and the United States of
America), she has facilitated many workshops, meetings, community forums and
organizational retreats in which several cultures merged into group
conversations. She has also done consulting work in other CeRtral and South
American countries, including El Salvador. Additionally, she has mediated
disputes among parties of diverse cultural backgrounds. These experiences,
together with her professional training in social educational psychology, have
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afforded her to develop a heightened awareness of cultural factors and nuances
affecting interpersonal and group interactions.
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CHAPTER IV
RESEARCH FINDINGS

"The lowest form of thinking is the bare recognition of the object. The highest, the
comprehensive intuition of the man who sees all things as part ofa system."
Plato

Introduction
This study has yielded rich and naturally complex information deserving
of an integrative and innovative analysis. The researcher has chosen a
holographic approach to presenting and analyzing the findings, sketched in
Figure II. As the reader can gather, it is based on the yin-yang symbol.
The intention of the use of this figure is four-fold: first, to function as a
reminder of the required complementary quality and interdependence of both
cultures in the development of any equitable and sustainable organizational ·
culture. Second, to emphasize the core epistemological concept embedded in
this study that even two seemingly contradictory perceptions can both actually
be equally valid, and that both contribute to the same whole. This is, even what
may appear as 'exceptions' or contradictions within a generalization, provides
yet other angles of perceiving the same intercultural dynamic and may be
equally valid. Third, to reiterate that this study, from its conception to the
present, is not intending to find either 'righr or 'wrong' answers, interpretations,
or cultures. More ambitiously, however, it is dedicated to explain the cultural
assumptions, values and behavioral tendencies that may allow for a deeper
understanding of both cultures while they interact in the not-for-profit
workplace. Lastly, to highlight the fact that cultures are in constant

Figure II
Holographic and Multilayered Synthesis of Research Findings
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flux, and intentionally or not, influence each other. In fact, nothing can be closer
to the truth of the intercultural and bicultural phenomenon that this piece of
research purposefully sought to explore.
The three major concentric circles (encompassing smaller ones) should be
read from the inside out. Each of them represents:
•

culturally based communication patterns,

•

emerging themes in the not-for-profit organizational culture(s), and

•

the geo-political and economic context that permeates all of the above.

The first major circle or category represents the findings on the culturally
based communication patterns as perceived by the research participants; namely:
1) communication definition,
2) directness and indirectness,

3) expressing disagreement,
4) providing positive feedback,

5) sharing negative feedback,
6) asking for help or advice,
7) offering help or advice,
8) thanking,
9) apologizing,
10) negotiating and handling conflict.

As the chapter progresses and takes a closer look at each of these themes, ten
corresponding holograms are presented. Each hologram captures the main
quotes from participants on each particular realm, and clusters points of view by
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culture as well as by gender. The hologram honors the language in which each
research participant talked. Written translations accompany all quotes within
the presentation of findings for each category. Caucasian Unitedstatesian culture
is depicted in green, Salvadorian culture is portrayed in terracotta.
The second major circle or category represents the emerging themes as they
relate to the not-for-profit work culture. Each sheds light on some of the
different cultural meanings they are inclined to take on, depending on the
cultural background of individuals, and the culture that appeared as more
dominant in a particular not-for-profit organization. These cultural meanings
are:
•

the individualism/ collectivism continuum

•

the task or relationship continuum

•

the conflict management or conflict avoidance continuum.

Lastly, the third major circle refers to the larger context in which these
intercultural dynamics emerge and develop, which has been named "Geopolitical and Economic Context". Within it, two main factors directly impacting
the organizational work cultures and the personal interactions are presented,
namely: the geopolitical and demographic context of the United Sates of
American and El Salvador, and the history between these two countries. These
two aspects of the macro context in which the studied cultural and
organizational dynamics dwell have been briefly presented at the end of the
Literature Review. As mentioned then, a thorough and in depth exploration of
the macro context goes beyond the scope of the present inquiry; as a matter of
fact, any analysis that would do justice to the depth and complexity of the topic
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would be another study in and of itself! However, the researcher believed it is
critical to keep the larger context in mind, and will occasionally make reference
to it throughout the discussion of the research findings in this Chapter and
ChapterV.
The findings relevant to the first major circle, or "Culturally Based
Communication Patterns" will be presented and analyzed in this chapter. An
analysis of the findings, or the second major circle named "Not-for-profit
Organizational Culture(s)" will be presented on Chapter V.
Congruent with the concept of continuums, rather than absolutes in either
culture, this study did not seek rigid and clearly defined differences. Instead, its
approach purposefully framed the entire data gathering and consequent analysis
within the understanding that the dynamic nature of cultures allow for
individuals not to always abide by the values and beliefs their cultures tend to
endorse. It is not surprising then that neither cultural group nor gender
necessarily agreed on every theme. As a matter of fact, in some realms there
appeared to be different and even seemingly contradictive perceptions which
were not aligned either around cultural or gender patterns, and all of them
extremely telling. Thus, the analysis not only includes the major opinion trends,
but also the apparent 'deviant' observations in the hope of deepening the
understanding of these wonderfully complex and rich matters.
The reviewed organizational materials and the participant observations of
team meetings were instrumental in helping the researcher contextualize her
findings. The organizational materials, however, did not yield pertinent
information regarding intercultural communication patterns. The team meetings
observations were informative, yet the data provided was not as clear as the one
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gathered in the interviews. Some of those team interactions are weaved in the
analysis of the dialogues with research participants.

Culturally Based Communication Patterns
As stated on Chapter m, interviewees were asked to define what they
believed constituted "good communication" in the workplace, and to identify
how much of their expectation may be culturally based, and how much
personally based. They were then asked whether they had experienced any
cultural differences or nuances between the two ethnic groups at hand. Finally,
they were asked whether they could pinpoint culturally based differences on
specific realms; namely:
1) Directness or indirectness,
2) expressing agreement or disagreement,
3) sharing either positive or negative feedback,
4) asking for help or advice,
5) offering help or advice,
6) thanking
7) apologizing
8) negotiating and handling conflict.

On the basis of these realms, and other deriving themes, this study will

present its findings regarding culturally based communication and relational
patterns as perceived by the twelve research participants and then provide an
analysis. When directly asked, the majority of research participants did not
indicate that they are aware of whether there is a difference in their behavior
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when interacting with one group as opposed to the other. Therefore, the ernie
and the etic dimensions will be explored only on the realms in which participants
did venture to share their perspectives on the matter. At the very end of this
chapter, however, the ernie and etic dimensions will be further explored within
the context of all the prior analysis.

What is 'communication' in the first place?
A synthesis of all the responses is represented on Figure Three. As the
reader can gather, research participants took diverse routes when answering the
questions:

"What constitutes good or poor communication in the workplace?

What are your expectations from a co-worker in terms of how they would
communicate in the workplace?" Half of the Caucasian Unitedstatesians pointed
out honesty and directness (which seemed to be equated as one and the same),
clarity, and competence as key ingredients in good communication. For instance,
Maureen shared that she would like "people to be direct or honest ... I admire
that ... and I definitely value competence." When asked about the apparent
association of these three ingredients she replied: "honest and direct aren't the
same ... honesty is more important ... and direct may not be the point ... clarity is.
Communication was a lot about coming to an agreement about what they were
supposed to do." Additionally, Will indicated that: ''I think someone ... (giggles)
.. .I think that best communicators are straight-forward, you know? ... don't beat

around the bush ...... so, honesty needs to be in there." Gary added yet another
variable, by commenting that he would expect a co-worker to be "pleasant, not
harsh". When probed about what this meant or looked like, he answered:

Figure ill: Holographic Synthesis of Responses: Cultural Tendencies Regarding
What Constitutes 'Good Communication' In the Workplace
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... I guess I would desire somebody to be ... honest (pauses) ... yet pleasant,
not harsh ... Pleasant would be ... (pauses) ... maybe asking a question .. .
phrasing somebody's desire or wish in maybe the form of a question.. .
harsh would be, maybe, yelling a command ... or insulting ... but maybe,
include with honesty ... some degree of directness, I guess ... also ...
Maggie made reference to the importance of considering the "we are
working together with the best of intentions". Similarly, and stressing the
learning component of each communicational interaction, Ernest expressed that:
... (I expect communication to come) from a good place, not that it comes
from a place, you know, 'well, you didn't do this well last time, so I'm not
gonna give you another chance ... ' (chuckles) .•• ••• for me 'coming from a
good place' means that with an expectation that everyone's learning ...
and that we might all be at different stages, you know? ... whether it'd be
around political development ... or around development in the
workplace ... that there is a chance to learn... and that each
communication experience is a learning experience ...
To these ideas, Will added: "OK, in a general way, I would say someone
who can make their ideas, feelings, etc. clear ... and who can do so in a kind of
emotionally .... (pauses) ... lets see ... not... in an emotionally uncharged manner."
Indicating that she does not believe that this expectation is representative of any
particular culture, Sarah offered yet another interesting angle to the definition of
good communication. Her belief is that good communication necessitates
equalitarian relationships among all the workers in any organization:
Above all, if we are working together to reach a just society ... to me, the
biggest trap (emphatically) is that those of us who consider ourselves more
educated ... that we know more than those who we work with ... treat
them as inferiors ... dismissively.
Salvadorians converged less in their responses about what constitutes good
communication. In virtually all cases, however, their expectations around
communication in the workplace were described within a larger context than the
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interaction between two people. As a matter of fact, Sarah also made reference to
the social context when emphasizing the need for equal relationships in
interpersonal communication. Within that general framework, two major
themes emerged: communication as a tool for persuasion and the mutuality of
communication. For instance, Alejandro stated that:
... let's say, in solidarity ... communicating means how to transmit the
information that convinces to action ... then, communicating means sending
information... maybe concentrate it... instead of it being five pages ... put it
in one page ... and ... add to it, at least a commentary ... and add to it a
possible action ... and ... they can come ... they can come to an action ... then,
I would say there is communication...

[ ... digamos, en Ia solidaridad ... comunicarse significaria romo transmitir Ia
informaci6n que convenza a Ia acciOn ... entonces, comunicar significaria enviar Ia
informaciOn ... quizti concentrarla ... en vez de que sean cinm ptiginas .. . ponerla en
una pdgina ... y .~. agtegarle, aunque sea un comentario ... y agregarle una posible
acciOn ... y ... puedan venir ... puedan venir a Ia acciOn ... entonces, ahi yo dirfa que
ha habido comunicaciOn ... ]
Celia chimed in by reporting that "communication is a vehicle to reach
your goals", and that she had learned about communication not only in school
and at home, but also within the political movement. Namely:
In El Salvador, in school and at home, they taught me oratory (speech):
clarity of ideas, how to breathe, how to use hand gestures, appropriate
language. I also learned to communicate within the political movement
(how to organize teams, delegating responsibilities ... etc.) It is a vehicle to
reach your goals ... its main value.

[En El Salvador, en el colegio yen casa, me ensefiaron oratoria; Ia claridad de
ideas, como respirar; c6mo usar las manos; lenguaje apropiado. Tambien aprendi a
comunicar dentro del movimiento politico (romo organizar equipos, relegaci6n de
responsabilidades ... etc.) Es un vehiculo para conseguir tus metas ... su valor
principal.]
For four other research participants, communication appeared to be couched
within a framework of mutuality. For instance, Carmen shared the following

89

regarding her group of friends within the movement in the East Coast: " ... there
was a lot of camaraderie, a lot of effort in helping each other, of co-existing side
by side, of educating each other." [" ... habfil bastnnte compafierismo, bastante

empeiio en ayudarse mutuamente, de cotroivir, de educarse mutuamente."] Alejandro
added that deeper communication happens more as a result of talking face to
face, of being together.
. . . and so we meet ... and there, I feel, could be a deep communication (with
emphasis) ... the visit, having some fresh cooler or coffee together, being up to
date in family matters ... the gift, as Salvadorian forms of communicating ...

[... y ahi nos reunimos ... y ahi, yo siento que puede haber u1111 comunicaci6n
profunda (con enfasis) ... Ia visitn, el tomarse un agua o cafe juntos, el estnr al tnnto
sobre las cuestiones Jamiliares ... el regalo, como Jormas salvadorefias de
comunicar ... ]
On a very similar tone, Karlos shared the element of ''being together'',

pointing to the needed mutuality in good communication.
... I mean, relating with people, we go and have a cup of coffee ... we
talk ... and listen... ''because this is what I have in mind" ... how they will
help me ... instead of saying: "Look, this is what I am going to do ... and
this is what I want you to help me with" ...

[ ... o sea que, relacionarme con Ia gente, vamos a echarnos un cafe... vamos a
hablar ... y escuchar, porque es esto lo que tengo en mente ... c6mo me van a
ayudar ... en vez de Uegar a decirles: "Mirti, esto es lo que voy a hacer ... y esto es
lo que quiero que me ayudis "... ]
Marfa and Salvador mentioned two other ingredients: the informal nature
of communication among Salvadorians, and the need for clarity or simplicity.
The following are their respective quotes:
Salvadorians are a little bit more relaxed and more casual... more by
chance... " if I saw you, I'll inform you, if I did not see you, fine as
well ... " ... and everything at the last second, as if (put together) with a
little saliva.
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[ El salvadoreiio es un poquito mas relajado y mas casual, mas por casualidad ...
"site vi te informo, sino te vi, bueno tambien"... y todo viene al ultimo segundo,
como con saliuita. ]
Communication is the most important thing ... I make emphasis on
communicating everything as soon as possible ... and with clarity, the
simpler the better to be understood by the person receiving the
information ... ifs much better.. .it doesn't have to be... sophisticated, or
complicated .. .

[ LA comunicaciOn es lo mas importante... yo hago enfasis de comunicar todo lo
nuis pronto posible ... y con claridad, entre mas sencilla, entre mds pueda ser
capturada por la persona que recibe la informaciOn ... es mucho mejor ... no tiene
que ser ... sofisticada, o complicada ... ]

Finally, Karlos mentioned that an outstanding difference he has found
among Unitedstatesians (although, he indicated that it did not necessarily restrict
to indivicluals of Europecm ascent) is the issue of timing. In his experience,
Unitedstatesians tend to be "accelerated", seem to want everything right away
and are frequently rushed and stressed out about work. In his own words:
... culturally ... the North American... the Anglo Saxon ... by nature,
gathers people... and he likes to listen to different opinions,
recommendations ... and, sometimes, I can't give them because I like to
digest whafs being talked about ... (emphatically), how are they talking
(emphatically) ...so that I can communicate with him... perhaps the
following day, but. .. sometimes, that does not work out. .. so, what I have
learned is that, maybe, to digest things a little more ... because I like, for
example... sit down and read a little bit... things ... analyze them and
have time to do things ... and thafs why I stay at work longer... it's not
because I like to work harder, but that I want to understand the concept ...
and analyze it well ... because we are working so fast ... different projects
... that, sometimes, I don't have time to do so ... so, what happens
sometimes is that they come to ask me ... and so, I tell them: 11 ••• see, the
matter is that I have not done this, this, and this ... you are gonna have to
wait for me ... and, sometimes, that... I think that it exasperates folks ...
because they come with their schedule... so, all people are accelerated!
(emphatically) ... but, when they comedown here (making reference to his
office, which is located on the lower floor) ... my way of being is ... "you calm
down ... 'cause you are not gonna come to turn our day into a bad one!" ...
so, the mere fact that they come to calm down ... and that they have to go
slower, accelerates them even more! (emphatically) ...
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[ ... culturalmente ... el norteamericano ... anglosajon ... por naturaleza, reune
Ia gente ... y a ille gusta escuclulr diferentes apiniones, recomendaciones ... y a
veces, no las puedo lulcer porque ami me gusta digerir lo que estan hablando,
(enftiticamente), c6mo lo estan lulblando (emplultically) ... para entonces
poderme oomunicar con il ... tal vez al dfa siguiente ... pero a veces, eso no
funciona ... Entonce ... lo que yo aprendi es, tal vez, a digerir las cosas un poco
nuis ... porque ami me gusta, por ejemplo... sentarme y leer un tanto ... las
cosas ... analizarlas y tener tiempo para lulcer las cosas ... por eso, yo me quedo
nuis tarde en el trabajo ... no es porque quiera lulcer nuis trabajo, sino que quiero
conocer el concepto ... y analizarlo bien ... porque estamos trabajando tan rtipido ...
diferentes proyectos ... que, a veces, no me da tiempo para lulcer eso ... entonce, lo
que sucede es que a veces me vienen a preguntar ... y entonce, que les digo: " ...
Jijate que no he heclw esto, esto, y esto ... me vas a tener que esperar ... y a veces,
eso ... creo como que ala gente Ia desespera ... porque Ia gente viene con su
lwrario ... ... entonce, toda Ia gente anda acelerada! (emplultically) ... pero cuando
vienen aqui abajo (making reference to his office, which is located on the lower
floor) ... mi forma de ser es ... "se caiman ... porque aqui nos vas a venir a poner
mal el dfa!" ... entonce, el s6lo heclw de que vienen a calmarse ... y tienen que ir
nuis despacio, todavfa los acelera a ellos nuis! (with emplulsis) ... 1
The length of the quote, although it has been somewhat shortened, is
purposefully meant. Certainly not in a facetious fashion, rather as way to
exemplify what a 'slower' pace in thinking might feel like which, in fact, often
leads to deeper understandings!

Discussion
The most salient pattern that caught my eye was that Unitedstatesians
answered the same question in a more literal way, and that with the exception of
Sarah, their observations made reference to the actual message (whether it is
straight-forward, clear, honest, it is interpreted within the "good place" that it is
intended, etc.) and placing a focus on the messenger for it to be "good
communication". This is, even though all research participants made direct or
indirect reference to the importance of the relationship in any kind of
communication, all but one Unitedstatesian answered directly and more literally
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to the question at hand. Perhaps portraying the same values of "clarity" and
"directness" that they explicitly endorsed, they were indeed much easier to
follow for a young researcher. In contrast, four out of six Salvadorian research
participants made reference to the larger context. Whether they pointed out to
the team or the community as a whole, their answers departed from the personto-person interaction and placed their opinions in a social context. This is, they
referred to communication as a way of co-existing side by side or "convivencia,"
as a way of being together, or as an avenue to persuade their interlocutors to act
in one way or another. Thus, the emphasis appeared to be on the effects of the
interaction and in the social context in which it occurs. Similarly, perhaps
portraying the value of indirectness that will be explored below, the answers
tended to indirectly address the question being asked. Especially in the very first
interviews, this dynamic required much deeper listening from the incipient
researcher, whose own inclination towards ''directness" disoriented her initially.
As a matter of fact, it took her some reflection and analysis to realize the message
embedded in what she heard as their indirect, thus, seemingly unclear answers.
Furthermore, the ingredient of what she defined as "persuasion" mentioned by
two Salvadorian research participants was absent among Unitedstatesians. This
is not to imply, of course, that the notion that "communication is a vehicle to
reach your goals" or to "convince to action" is not important among
Unitedstatesians, but they did not make it as explicit as their Salvadorian
counterparts. More so, it may suggest that the political quality of
communication and relationships is a more vivid reality for Salvadorians than
for Unitedstatesians. This inference would be substantiated by the recurrent
observation that in Latin American societies, in general, and Salvadorian society
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in this particular case, politics are much more palpable in the daily interactions of
peoples across ethnic groups and socio-economic status. This perspective is
frequently shared by Latin Americans (raised in Latin America), by American
Latinos (raised in the United States), and by politically involved
Unitedstatesians. As a matter fact, a reflection shared by Alejandro when
describing his bi-cultural identity hinted at this perspective:
Well, for example... lers say ... the feeling of violence, right? ... For
example, (in the U.S.) I can go home ... almost at any time and there isn't
that much problem... right? ... on the train, most likely that I will not be
robbed, right? ... so, it can be taken for granted ... whereas in El Salvador,
it is almost a certainty that I will be robbed ... right? ... So, the
environment influences in how one behaves ... how do we think ... and
that's were I think that we have to be careful, for instance ... when I am in
El Salvador... of not assuming that what I am thinking, people there will
be thinking.. .

[ Bueno, por ejemplo ... vaya ... el sentir de violencia, i_verdli? Por ejemplo, (en
E.E.U.U.) yo me puedo ir de aqui a Ia casa ... casi a cualquier hora y no hay
mayor problema ... i_Verdli? ... en el tren casi seguro que no me van a robar ...
i_verdli? ... entonces, eso se toma como hecho ... mientras que en El Salvador, casi
seguro que le van a robar en el bus... i_verdli? ... Entonces, el ambiente va
influyendo en como uno se va comportando ... romo uno va pensando ... yah{, yo
siento que es de tener cuidado, por ejemplo ... cuando yo estoy en El Salvador ... de
no asumir que lo que yo estoy pensando, lo va a estar pensando Ia gente de alia... ]
It must be noted that the term 11politics" is meant in a broader sense than

what is common in the United States. Rather than meaning partisan power
dynamics, or involvement in some sort of advocacy or social development
endeavor, politics" is referred to as being in the world aware of the pawer dynamics
11

that permeate all human interactions. This definition assumes that whether it is the
socio-economic status, level of schooling, education (not to be reduced to
'schooling'), cultural or ethnic background, gender, ideology or profession of the
interlocutors, all will directly impact the power dynamics existent in all
relationships. I believe that, with varying nuances depending on the personal
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life paths, Latin Americans by and large would agree with this concept of
politics, regardless of their engagement in political movements. This observation
is further substantiated by Hofstede's (2001) correlation between Power Distance
(see Chapter II) and inequalities in a culture, or any other type of human system,
such as an organization. He argues that the more inequalities within any human
system, the higher the indicators of Power Distance. As it will be explored later,
El Salvador ranks distinctively higher in this regard when compared to the
United States. As a matter of fact, the United States ranks lower than all of the
Latin American countries included in his research.
Finally, other interesting nuances appeared on both cultural groups. For
instance, it is worth noting that when Salvador made reference to the importance
of clarity of the message, he specifically indicated that simplicity was highly
preferable so as to make it more accessible to those receiving the message. In his
own words: " ... and with clarity, the simpler the better to be understood by the
person receiving it ..." [ '' ... y con claridad, entre mJis sencillil, entre nuis pueda ser

capturada par 1il persona que recibe la informaciOn ... " ]. This is, inferring that the
messengers need to adapt their language to allow their interlocutors to
understand them. In other words, he pointed out that the burden of
understanding lied more on the messenger than on the receiver. This suggests
that convergent communicative behavior, or an "adjustment of communication
style to match one's partner'' (Larkey, 1996, p.470) was perceived favorably by
Salvador.
Another interesting nuance was that, even though when probed Maureen
indicated that honesty and directness are not one and the same thing, it was
telling that three research participants made reference to these two qualities
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within the same sentence. Furthermore, when elaborating on what she meant,
Maureen stated'' ... honesty and directness aren't the same ... honesty is more
important ... directness may not be the point, clarity is." Thus, seemingly
relating directness and clarity makes plenty of sense within the Unitedstatesian
conversational patterns that will be analyzed. In other words, for
Unitedstatesians, being direct is an expected component of being clear.
Finally, even though Karlos was the only one that explicitly brought it up
within the context of communication, it should not go without noticing that an
important difference regarding what constitutes time (and its many interpretive
ramifications) emerged from our conversation. Considering the recurrent
acknowledgement in the literature as well as in the daily lives of not-for-profitorganizations that time to think and reflect are critically needed, his comment
appears as perfectly 'timely'. (The pun is well intended).

Directness and Indirectness
A synthesis of all the responses is represented on Figure IV. Out of the
twelve research participants, eleven clearly agreed that Caucasian
Unitedstatesians tend to be more direct in their communication in the workplace,
whereas Salvadorians heavily leaned towards being indirect. Caucasian
Unitedstatesian women unanimously agreed that: "we gringos are more direct",
"more task-oriented", "more direct about everything, needs, observations,
problems, criticisms". Their male cultural counterparts joined in unison in this
perception. Additionally, some research participants further explained what

Figure IV: Holographic Synthesis of Responses: Cultural Tendencies Regarding
Directness and Indirectness
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may be behind their common directness. Sarah shared that "we are direct, in
particular, if we do not understand all the complexities (of social interactions) ...
as in the context of El Salvador. There are things that simply do not occur to us."

[ '' ... Los gringos somos mJis directos, en particular, si no manejamos todas las
complejidades (de las interacciones sociales) ... como en el contexto de El Salvador."] The
suggested implication was that if they were aware and did understand some of
the intricacies of Salvadorian culture, they might be more inclined to be less
direct. Will commented: 'North Americans tend to expect that if there are
problems, they'll come to us ... " indicating a natural and perhaps unaware
expectation that Salvadorian co-workers or collaborators would adopt their own
cultural style.
On a deeper level, Gary observed: "maybe North Americans are more

direct, but I think that they are necessarily more clear... by explaining the
context, and saying more, sometimes, Salvadorians are more clear." Gary also
hinted that directness may be frequently associated with conciseness, and if so,
this communication style may not make their messages clearer to others. In fact,
during the interview, the researcher noted that being concise frequently implies
that our interlocutors share many of our assumptions and background
information. If so, it may well make communication more vague, and
particularly so in intercultural encounters where people, understandably, share
less assumptions, whether they are aware of it or not. Finally, Ernest sighted that
"in this directness, Anglos are almost not worried about the way they say
things ... you explain everything, even to the point of simplifying it."
Almost all Salvadorians coincided with this insider's or ernie appreciation,
thus, the ernie and the etic dimensions appear to coincide in this particular realm.
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As Alejandro indicated, "North American women tend to talk a lot, louder,
abundantly ... have an opinion always." Interestingly, one Salvadorian male
disagreed. Salvador, comfortably stated that "Salvadorians are more direct, and
because of that they are more revolutionary!" However, when slightly probed,
he stated that ''but, on occasion, due to language issues ... Salvadorians can be
more recatados (cautious or reserved) ..."
On the other hand, Salvadorian ernie self-descriptions and Caucasian

Unitedstatesians etic observations of their intercultural counterparts also
concurred with the notion that Salvadorians, by and large, tend to be more
indirect. As Maria shared: "the gringos are more direct, while Salvadorians ...
(come to you and say) 'Well, see ... ' and we go in rounds ... ". Carmen added:
" ... we'd rather complain, but we don't say so ... or, if we do, we say so with
humor." Alejandro joined in with: "it could be that Salvadorians talk less, less
frequently ... and softer." His statement is strengthened by the researcher's
observations of five team meetings of an equally balanced culturally mixed
group, and carried out in English. However, a very different dynamic came
about during another kind of team meeting at Las Vecinas. Most participants,
and even the leaders were volunteers, the meeting was conducted entirely in
Spanish, on a weekend and with a definite majority of Salvadorians around the
table. Even though the meeting was somewhat dominated by the participation of
three or four individuals, one of who was a Caucasian Unitedstatesian woman
who gave a lengthy and thorough presentation, Salvadorians were clearly more
talkative. As a matter of fact, even though teasing and laughing was very much
present in all six observed meetings, the volunteer and Salvadorian-dominated
meeting was definitely louder, vividly permeated by playfulness and humor
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(including several double-entendre jokes), and a more lively interaction was
palpable to the researcher as well as one Caucasian Unitedstatesian research
participant. In fact, Maria shared this perception by stating that Salvadorians are
clearly more informal and playful in the workplace. She also thought
Unitedstatesians coming into a team meeting among Salvadorians, may get the
impression that they are not working. ''This is a game! Nobody is doing
anything!" [ "Esto es un juego, nadie estti haciendo nada!"], she said depicting her
image of an Unitedstatesian walking into such situation.
Elaborating on the cultural assumptions that may lay behind their
indirectness, Salvadorians explained that there is a heightened awareness of
people's feelings and intentional attempts of not hurting others, compounded by
a concern about what other's may make of their behavior. As Celia stated: "we
pay much attention not to hurt feelings ... What are they going to think?" [ "Le

ponemos mucha atenciOn a no herir los sentimientos ... lQui va a pensar?'1 She
further added that mistrust is not uncommon among Salvadorians, as in: "We,
Salvadorians are very distrustful ... 'you are telling me this, but you are actually
trying to tell me something else' ... is very Salvadorian." [ "Los salvadoreiios somos

desconfiados ... 'vos me esttis diciendo eso, pero en realidad, me queres decir otra cosa'...
es muy salvadoreiio." ]
Once again, the ernie and the etic dimensions coincided and added further
valuable information. Maureen observed that Salvadorians tend to share workrelated information in informal ways and settings. Since work and social lives
are more integrated, or less compartmentalized, a frequent consequence is that
Caucasian Unitedstatesians who happen not to be involved in work related
social settings would be excluded from such information. When asked whether

100

she thought it was purposefully done, she replied that sometimes it was
unintentional, and at other times it was intentional. She further added that
within both cultures, there were informal power networks through which both
groups deliberately shared information only with certain sub-groups. Of course,
this is a common reality in any organization, almost of any kind, but particularly
when there are important power imbalances, either real, perceived, or both.
A way in which Ernest observed Salvadorian indirectness was in how a
disagreement between a middle position employee and a higher position staff
member would go around the office several times before someone finally let the
disagreement be known to the co-worker in the higher organizational position.
Finally, Salvador's seemingly contradictory comment of Salvadorians as more
direct shed light on an observation that a few research participants shared.
Carmen, Celia and Maureen stated that people "raised and developed in the
political movemenf' had learned to change some of the traditional roles and
expected behaviors. Carmen made reference to this change within the context of
the role of women in Salvadorian society. Thus, her political involvement had
allowed her not to take on the traditional roles, and to take on a more leading
and intellectually engaged demeanor in the work teams. As it will be explored in
the other realms, Maureen stated that within the Solidarity Movement with El
Salvador she learned about 11principled disagreemenf', in which team members
shared their political points of view openly and directly, and without
personalizing it. Because Salvador never worked formally in El Salvador, and he
was clearly involved in the Solidarity Movement with his homeland from the
very start of his stay in the Bay Area, it appears that his observation of
Salvadorians as more direct is indicative of yet another cultural, or sub-cultural,
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trait: the art of arguing directly and passionately. It seems that Salvadorians, in
fact, do step out of their traditional communicational behavior when involved in
a political discussion, or when working within a political group.

Discussion
Considering the wide cultural difference regarding directness and
indirectness of the two cultures at hand, it is not hard to begin to understand
how some of the common miscommunications and misunderstandings between
Salvadorians and Caucasian Unitedstatesians may come about in not-for-profit
work settings. On one hand, the Salvadorian tendency of being indirect appears
_to le_~~~~~-!~Y qtucasi~ UJl.itedstatesian teammates uncertain, intrigued or
disoriented about whaf s on their colleagues' mind. Particularly if working in El
Salvador, it is easy to understand how frustrating this must be for
Unitedstatesians. Not only they may not be told directly and formally about the
daily happenings in any work team, especially if there is any conflictive aspect to
it, but even when they feel well acculturated they may not always manage the
"cultural intricacies," as Sarah called them, to make sense of the indirect
communications. This somewhat ambiguous communication work style may be
compounded by the common cultural tendency of Caucasian Unitedstatesians to
being assertive and needing to 'have everything under control.'
On the other hand, however, it is not surprising that the value put on

assertiveness and directness by Caucasian Unitedstatesians' tends to be
perceived as rude by Salvadorians, who seem to equate directness with being
inconsiderate of other people's feelings. Additionally, and as it will explored
with more depth later on in this chapter, this directness and assertiveness seems
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to be springing out of the 'task-orientedness' common among Caucasian
Unitedstatesians. In other words, the motivation comes from an "I'm just trying
to get things done" feeling that tends to, perhaps unintentionally, short circuit
the critical role that relationships play in achieving results in the workplace. At
the same time, the indirectness and roundabout ways in which Salvadorians tend
to communicate and relate at work, far from achieving its intention to be
considerate of other people's feelings, leaves their cultural counterparts with no
other recourse than to speculate about what may be going on. As Will stated: " ...
you know, sometimes it was helpful to listen and to try to hear what I guessed
was behind what they were saying ... but, at times, I also know that I jumped a
little to quickly to assuming and made, at times, made some errors." The fact that
Will could not only observe himself, but also realize that, at times, he may well
have made some almost inevitable mistakes is certainly uncommon. As Gestalt
Psychologists have studied in the past eighty years, humans are naturally
inclined to make sense of what they don't understand by completing the gaps or
'filling in the blanks' of the incomplete picture that reality most often is. As
Ehrlich (2000) recently indicated:
"Gestalt Laws were formulated by Gestalt psychologists, who rejected a
reductionist approach to the investigation of behavior and perception,
instead studying responses to the entire set of elements into which people
automatically organize their perceptions. Gestalt is a German word that
does not translate easily into English but means roughly "overall
integration form." (p.373)
This pursuit for integrated 'wholes', or natural inclination to 'connect the
dots', literally and metaphorically, allows humans to find meaning in the
perceptually disjointed realities they are confronted with on a daily basis. Even
though this perceptual tendency is intrinsic to human nature, and often, fairly
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adaptive, it also has its costs. As one of the founding fathers of Gestalt
psychology, Wolfgang Kohler (1%9) stated:
(perception) makes contact with a corresponding fact in memory, a trace,
a contact with gives the present perception the character of being known
or familiar. But memory contains a tremendous number of traces, all of
them representations of earlier experiences which must have been
established by the processes accompanying such earlier experiences
(p.122).
Thus, in the process of understanding what is partially presented to them,
individuals base their perceptions on past experiences and resulting
assumptions. Yet, they may not be completely aware of this, and jump into
conclusions, or perhaps, into confusions. As the reader may well gather,
intercultural encounters are fertile ground for such leaps!
Moreover, as some research participants explicitly pointed out, even
though these types of organizations are working towards an equitable and just
world, they do not work in a socio-economic and political vacuum. They are
embedded in a society and economy that provides much more advantageous
material and political conditions to the Unitedstatesians than to their Salvadorian
counterparts. This is shown by the fact that Unitedstatesians tend to have many
other opportunities. Thus, they can leave El Salvador, the particular not-forprofit organization they happen to be working at, and even the Solidarity
Movement altogether without any personal repercussions. Salvadorians, on the
other hand, if they desire and have the resources to abandon their homeland, or
their organization, or the Solidarity Movement altogether, are bound to leave a
critical portion of their cultural identity behind. The personal and social costs are
much higher for the Salvadorians). It is not a level playing field, even if the
organization happens to be able to create an equitable organizational structure.

104

As in most, if not all relationships embedded in important imbalances of
power, indirectness appears to be a recurrent human strategy for survival across
cultures, whether done consciously or not, as it will be further explored in this
chapter. Directness, even though it may rationally seem like the most effective
way to communicate in the workplace, may at times, inadvertently, add fuel to
the fire. In other words, it may increase the Salvadorians' indirectness when
feeling overpowered or not respected in the workplace, even if they happen to be
in a leadership position within the organization.

To Disagree or Not to Disagree?
A synthesis of all the responses is represented on Figure V. Virtually all
research participants indicated that Caucasian Unitedstatesians were tnore
inclined to disagree openly and explicitly in the workplace, whereas
Salvadorians tend to refrain from doing so. Considering the almost consensual
perception on the directness/ indirectness realm, this is indeed not surprising.
However, some interesting nuances were added to the phenomenon that shed
light on the influence of political background, leadership training, gender, and
social and organizational context. Thus, at a first level of analysis, Marla
observed: " It is hard for me to express disagreement, specially in a group that
speaks English ... perhaps, because my mother shut up on everything."[" Am{

me cuesta expresar desacuerdo, sobretodo en un grupo en inglis ... quizli porque mi

mama se callaba todo ... "].

She brings up two critical factors: language abilities

and confidence, and gender. It is of critical importance to remember that Maria
is not only fully bilingual, having migrated to the United States nearly twenty
years ago, but that additionally, she is a free-lance interpreter, therefore,

Figure V: Holographic Synthesis of Responses: Cultural Tendencies Regarding
Disagreeing in the Workplace
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language, per se, is not a barrier. What Maria is pointing out is that within a
public or semi-public situation, as any team meeting is, and specially if it is
contentious in some way, intervening in a second language tends to place the
interlocutor somewhat in a disadvantage. Moreover, if this particular person
feels uncomfortable speaking in public or getting involved in contentious
situations due to personal inclination, cultural background, or both, it is then
understandable that such person may refrain from fully participating in such
scenarios. Alejandro adds:
I feel that it is historical, North Americans are the ones who seem to (have
expressed their disagreement) ...... let's say, I could see like three
examples where there was disagreements and it was a North American
woman who expressed it, right? ... let's say, for example, in El Salvador
there was a Salvadorian male staff... who, face to face, never expressed to
me disagreement, right? ... but, in practice, there was ... I don't know ...
like a boycott ... like a non-action that could be seen very clearly ...

[ ... yo siento que hist6rico es ... los nmteamericanos como que han sido (quienes
expresan su desacuerdo) ... vaya, podrfa ver yo como tres ejemplos donde hubo
desacuerdo, y fue una norteamericana Ia que expres6. ... vaya ... por ejemplo, en
El Salvador habfa un (trabajador salvadoreiio que) ... frente a frente, casi nunca
me expres6 desacuerdo, l verdd? ... Pero, en Ia prtictica, habfa ... que se yo ...
como un boycoteo ... como una ntHlCcWn que se vefa bien claramente ... ]
More emphatically, Will shared that:
The North Americans were much more (emphatically) likely to be straight
forward about: 'I disagree' ... than Salvadorians would be ... and then,
North Americans would be more likely to say: 'I disagree and this is
why ... ' ... but, the Salvadorians would be more likely to say: 'Wellll (in a
laid back tone of voice) ... you know, have you thought about it this way? ... '
... versus: 'I disagree' ... so 'another way to think about it' may be a lot less
direct way of... and, maybe in some cases better... and in some cases
worse form of saying the same ... thing, you know? ...
Elaborating on this communicational pattern, Sarah brought up the fact that:
"Gringos also tend to express more their disagreement than Salvadorians ... It's a
very small country ... where sometimes for things to flow ... you don't interrupt
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the process. You don't express disagreement ... especially if it is promoted by a
boss or someone with responsibility ... " ["Los gringos tienden a expresar mas su

desacuerdo que los salvadorefios ... Es un pais muy pequefio ... donde a veces para que las
cosas fluyan ... no interrumpes el proceso ... No expresas desacuerdo ... especialmente si es
promovido por un jefe o responsable ..."]. Thus, this reminds us of the common
occurrence among humans that when societies are relatively small, where many
of their members know each other, or are even related to each other,
interdependence between all of them tends to be increasingly more tangible.
Moreover, for Salvadorians, considering the critical factors that have strained the
history of their country (from colonialism, to the colossal socio-economic class
differences and over a decade of a civil war), the need to preserve relationships
whenever possible is exponentially higher.
Therefore, the differences in their tendency to either share disagreements
openly, share them only indirectly, or not bring them up at all in Salvadorians or
Caucasian Unitedstatesians, could be traced back to the size of both countries
and the relative level of interdependence that prevail in their respective societies.
Within this premise, for instance, it would not be surprising that some Caucasian
Unitedstatesians from relatively small towns may also be less inclined to express
disagreements openly and in any kind of public or semi-public social context.
Interestingly enough, all three Caucasian Unitedstatesian men in this study come
from small towns or semi-rural communities. They all indicated that in the
communities where they were raised people did not express disagreements
openly or publicly.
Looking at this dynamic from another angle, however, a different nuance
appears, as Carmen states: "Traditional Salvadorian women express
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disagreement in the hallways, more to complain than to change things ... and
they never do it in a forum. (However), because I grew up in and developed in
the politic movement ... I did not fall into the role of 'I am woman', I stay behind
(in society)." [ "Las salvadorefias tradicwnales expresan desacuerdo en los pasillos,

nunca lo ha.cen en un foro ... (Sin embargo), porque me erie y desarrolle en el movimiento
poUtico ... no reca{ en el rol de "soy mujer", me quedo atrtis" (en Ia sociedad)."] Celia
indicated that: "Salvadorians are very expressive when there are disagreements.
People who are involved in the struggle ... people that have leadership positions
and political training ... political experience, do not have problems in expressing
disagreement." ["El salvadoreiio es bastante expresivo cuando hay desacuerdos. Gente

que tiene una trayectoriJl de lucha, que tiene posicinnes de liderazgo y formacwn ...
experiencia poUtica no tienen problemas en expresar desacuerdo".] Ernest chimed in
by stating:
.. .I think, definitely for Salvadorian men ... and I think, at times, for
Salvadorian women ... disagreement is not seen as a bad thing ... you know,
you are having a discussion ... and you can jump in, say whatever you
want ... you know, everything is ... we gain ... just say it, put it out there ...
we're in the comite... so, just talk about it! Although in some cases, it has
been ... some Salvadorian women almost defer to the Salvadorian men ...

Therefore, it seems that although the traditional, and perhaps, most
common cultural tendency is that Salvadorians tend not to disagree, or, as stated
above, do it in indirect ways, this cultural pattern is bound to change if they have
been involved in "Ia lucha'' ("the struggle") or have been formally trained as
leaders. The impact of political involvement appears to give license to
Salvadorians, seemingly more so for men than for women, to more openly
express their divergent points of view. Within this framework, it is easier to
understand Salvador's observation that I believe that Salvadorians do tell you
II
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when they are in disagreement"[" Yo creo que los salvadoreiios s{ te dicen cuando

esttin en desacuerdo"]. Even though he came to the United States before the civil
war, he emphatically stated that he has always stayed in contact with his
homeland and that he has been clearly involved in the solidarity movement,
particularly during the times of the war. Thus, his political involvement may
well be informing his perception of Salvadorians as been open in expressing their
disagreements. Additionally, Maureen shared a very telling thought:
Salvadorians are definitely more about 'get along to go along', not to offend,
not to have a confrontation, although we did run into people who felt
passionately ... I learned a lot about 'principled disagreement' '
(emphatically) ... 'cause, again, this is a political context. .. where you may say
'yes', but then get your point around ... but, if your point did get heard, and
you thought it was important, you'd definitely bring it up in a direct way ...
Finally, Ernest reported that disagreements among Caucasian
Unitedstatesians may not always be as open and direct as initially thought of:
... where if you disagree with someone, I think in the US it is often seen as
undercutting them ... and so, women in the US ... and maybe in a more
traditional role, or ... (who) are not looking at it from a feminist
perspective ... often times, would be reaaaaaally hesitant to disagree with
someone ... especially with a man.

Discussion
From the conversations with the twelve research participants, two different
dynamics involving the two cultural groups at hand seem to be at play when it
comes to expressing disagreement in the not-for-profit workplace. The first one,
which appears to be more self-evident, is that Caucasian Unitedstatesians are the
ones who tend to express disagreement in direct and open fashions, whereas
Salvadorians are inclined to avoid confrontation or express their dissent in
indirect ways. The second, and less prevalent one, is that when it specifically
comes to political arguments, Salvadorians who have been in Ia lucha ("the
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political struggle") may be more comfortable exchanging points of view within
their work teams, whereas their Unitedstatesian counterparts may experience a
political difference as a personal affront. Most likely, both perceptions may be
equally valid, and real.
As mentioned above, in most so-called 'Third World' countries, politics is
a daily ingredient in people's lives. Thus, political matters are present in
ordinary conversations, in every day's humor, at the market, in the bus, at the
office, as much as in the regular political events happening in the society at large.
It is not surprising then, that Salvadorians would tend to feel more at ease when

discussing political matters, in comparison to Caucasian Unitedstatesians, that is.
In other words, if Salvadorians are to step out of what appears to be their

cultural trait, it might be easier to do so when dealing with a topic they are very
comfortable with. Furthermore, this may particularly be the case if those
Salvadorians have been personally involved in the political movement striving to
liberate their people, an involvement that may include for many the lost of
family and friends to the civil war. This behavioral and attitudinal shift appears
to be easier on men than on women, and is most likely related to the patriarchic
tendencies of many countries in our globe, including El Salvador, and to a lesser
extent, the United States. This does not imply, however, that Salvadorians are
commonly drawn to express their disagreements in the workplace, even when
their jobs are political in nature.
On the other hand, even though this may be changing at the beginning of

the Twenty-first Century, life in the United States is remarkably more distant to
the daily politics that affect society as a whole. Unless in national crisis, and even
then, it is not only possible, but fairly common for most people, particularly
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those who enjoy privileged status in Unitedstatesian society, to be substantially
oblivious to the surrounding political struggles. Even though this is not the
particular case of those individuals working in politically driven organizations, it
is understandable why some Caucasian Unitedstatesians may not be as
comfortable in open political discussions, and perhaps, tend to take political
disagreements as personal attacks. This may be specially the case in the West
coast of the United States, as pointed out by Carmen, where a spirit of tolerance
and diversity is frequently interpreted (or misinterpreted) as "all opinions are
right", or that being tolerant implies that we pretend to agree about everything.
This does not imply, of course, that many Caucasian Unitedstatesians, and
particularly, may tend to feel more comfortable expressing disagreements about

regular workplace relllted issues. Apparently, it may be less the case when it comes
to political matters.
It is also worth noting that since this study is focusing on the Solidarity

Movement with El Salvador, naturally Salvadorians may tend to understand the
political territory much better than their Unitedstatesian counterparts. Some rare
exceptions could apply, of course.

Offering Positive or Negative Feedback?
A synthesis of all the responses is represented on Figure VI. A more
ambivalent response came regarding the realm of offering positive or negative
feedback. Although there was a strong support for the tendency on the part of
Salvadorians to share more positive feedback, and a tendency of Unitedstatesians
to be the ones willing to criticize, some research participants perceived it

Figure VI: Holographic Synthesis of Responses: Cultural Tendencies Regarding
Offering Positive or Negative Feedback in the Workplace.
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differently. Additionally, one participant pointed out that gender might need to
be considered in this regard.
In apparent alignment with their cultural tendency not to directly disagree

or to ask for help, most of the research participants concurred that Salvadorians
were more likely to praise others in the workplace than Unitedstatesians. As it is
the case in most Latin American cultures, praising is fairly common in daily
interactions. As Celia stated: "The piropo, praising, is quite typical. .. although, it
also depends on the individual's personality."[" ... El piropo, el halago es baslilte

tipico ... aunque lilmbien depende de la personalith:zd."). As an example, she shared
that a co-worker of hers, also a Salvadorian woman, while meeting a new
employee in the past few days, greeted her by saying: " A pleasure to meet you,
how pretty you are!" ["jMucho gusto, que bonilil!"]. It is worth noting that piropos
are flattering comments that may have or not a flirtatious connotation, and
sometimes may have even sexual overtones. It is obvious, however, that this was
not one of those cases. Maria concurred: "That comes out easier! (giggles). We
Salvadorians are very huge and very generous with the spoken word ... when the
person deserves it, of course ... when someone has earned it, they are told."
["jESO nos sale mas fiicil! (risilil). Los Salvadoreiios somos grandototes y generosotes con

las palabras ... cuando se lo merece, pues ... cuando se lo ha ganado, se le dice."]
Gary also stated that, perhaps, Salvadorians were more inclined to offer
positive feedback, and he thought that it stemmed from having "more sense of
collaboration" embedded in their culture.
On the other hand, Will saw it differently, affirming that, as a general rule,

less feedback of any kind was given by Salvadorians and that Unitedstatesians
tended to provide more feedback in general, including praise. As a matter of
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fact, his perception would be supported by Alejandro's comment, which
happens not to be uncommon in the not-for-profit world:
... I feel that when people are working to support El Salvador ... the
reward should be the very same results, right? ... It doesn't need pomp
and circumstance ... while the other (Unitedstatesians) might want the
satisfaction in the moment, right? ...

[ ... yo siento de que Ia gente cuando estli trabajando para apoyar El Salvador ...
la recompensa, como que la tiene que tener del producto ... '-verdJi? ... No tiene

que haber el pito y el tambor ... mientras que el otro (el Anglo) como que quizJis
quiere una sah"sfacci6n en el momento,;.verdad? ... ]
In fact, he went on to state that workshops on the topic in the United
States tend to recommend that people praise and thank each other, and critically
analyzed them: "But, who writes those workshops?" [ Pero, '-quien escribe esos

talleres?" ]
On the other hand, there was a strong perception by research participants

that Unitedstatesians are less likely to provide positive feedback. Maureen, in
particular, felt strongly about it:
(Among North Americans) you get praise only if you are stellar... not as a
group ... and only based on results ... I think there's a resistance in Anglo
culture that is ... it can be coddling someone ... like 'of course, they should be
good. Why do you have to tell them? If you need that, you are weak or
something... it's very male ...
Maria was in full agreement, stating that: ''Anglos are more selective ... more
choosy of their wording of what they'll praise you for and not praise you for ... It
must be, really, a super job in order for them to recognize you for it." Ernest
concurred with this perception yet, once again, pointing out that he saw this
realm more along gender lines, namely:
... Salvadorian women may be more free to express their positive
comments than Salvadorian men ... but, even Salvadorian men ... they are
like: "Hey ... !" ... with a lot of emphasis in it... I think Salvadorians, you
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know, positive praise comes out all the time ... with US, you'd probably very
seldom hear positive praise ... and if it is, it's very reserved ... like: "Good
job!" ... and that may be all you hear ... (chuckles) ... I think ... around
gender... there is a slight difference, like ... US women, you may hear more
praise that you would ever get from US men ...
Regarding offering negative feedback, or as it is referred in
Unitedstatesian culture, "constructive criticism", all but two research
participants shared the same perception. This is, with the exception of two
participants who expressed that they could not state that there were any patterns
along cultural lines,· the remaining research participants concurred in that
Salvadorians tend not to share negative feedback, and if they do, they might do
so indirectly, not on the spot, and most likely using humor to soften it.
Salvadorians stated that they tend not to provide negative feedback because they
do not want to hurt people's feelings. Celia chimed in: "Again, Salvadorians are
not direct, right? They won't tell you immediately, but they find another
opportunity in which they'll tell you in a different way." ["De nuevo, el

Salvadorefio no es directo, verda? No te lo dice inmediatamente, va a ver otra
oportunidild en lil que te lo dicen de otra forma."]
Moreover, Alejandro mentioned that they act in this way because they as a
culture tend to aguantar or endure what they do not like or endorse. In other
words, theirs is a culture that prefers not to polarize situations. As an example of
this, he indicated that he had experienced several situations where
Unitedstatesian co-workers where "not fitting'' in the work culture of the
organization he was working at. Salvadorians, he reports, endured them for
about a year until they eventually let them go. When I asked whether they had
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ever, at least, been evaluated, he replied that that was what caused them to be
dismissed from their job.
Sarah observed that from her experience, Salvadorians would have to
trust each other very much before they would complain to someone else, but
never directly to the person with whom they were in disagreement. This concurs
with Emesfs observation that a disagreement could go around the office several
times before it actually got to the person who was the source of the
disagreement, if such person held a higher organizational position.
Unitedstatesians, however, were perceived as the ones who would tend to
bring issues up if they were not going well. Maureen shared: "I think Anglos are
more quick to criticize without saying anything good ... you know, without a
balance." Gary also acknowledged that Unitedstatesians working in the nonprofit world in El Salvador where in a critically advantageous position, due to
their transitory existence in such organizations. Explicitly, she stated:
. . . All of this also had a lot to do with power lines ... how secure your job
was ... North Americans had a lot more opportunities .... if somebody has
a lot more opportunities ... you know, they can go and tell someone to go
and fly a kite, you know? (chuckles) ...

Discussion
The issue of providing feed hac~ and in particular negative feedback or
constructive criticism, was clearly more complicated. In fact, in her twenty-two
years of working experience, the researcher does not remember any organization
in which feedback was offered and received in a comfortable or regular fashion.
Perhaps this stems from the fact that the very first institutions in which most
cultures practice the offering of feedback are schools. And, unfortunately and
ironically, houses of learning have a lengthy and notorious tradition of turning
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the offering of feedback into a punishment or reward event. Consequently, (yet
hopefully, unintentionally) they wind up lessening the potential for feedback to
become yet another learning opportunity. Therefore, unless individuals have
had a meaningful experience with offering and receiving feedback within their
families or their communities, chances are that they may be transferring those
experiences into the workplace.
As mentioned above, praising is a fairly common and spontaneous
interaction in the daily lives of Latin Americans. In the case of Salvadorians, it
seems to feed into the self-construct of "being together'' and to nurture the ties
between community members. As it will be explored next, this dynamic is
emphasized by the importance given to acknowledging and thanking everyone
involved. Perhaps, it is because Unitedstatesians tend to be more focused on the
individual, that most research participants suggested that they are not as prolific
in sharing positive comments or in praising each other. In fact, a relative scarcity
of praising may be not only based on, but also reinforce the cultural tendency
towards individualism. It is not surprising then, that this pattern appears to be
more acute on men than in women.
Once again, the inclination to aguantar or endure by Salvadorians when
things are not working well, is strongly supported by Sarah's observation that
the level of trust must be very high among Salvadorians for them to share any
negative feedback. And even then, chances are that this negative feedback will
only be shared in indirect ways, such as through a third party. Similarly to the
directness and indirectness realm, even though the explicit intention is not to
hurt feelings, the researcher's sense is that this dynamic may leave their
Unitedstatesian counterparts fairly puzzled at best, or extremely disoriented at
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worst. Not only because their cultural expectation is that issues should be dealt
with directly, but additionally, because regarding Salvadorian culture and its
politics they are naturally at a disadvantage. Consequently, particularly if the
workplace is in El Salvador, or more dominated by Salvadorians (whether due to
their numbers, their leadership roles, or both) Unitedstatesians depend on
Salvadorians regarding how things are done at work. The fact that most
Unitedstatesians are prone to be direct may allow them to compensate for the
Salvadorians' tendency to refrain from sharing negative feedback. However, it is
also conceivable that in some circumstances this may be perceived as rude or
imposing, since Salvadorians tend to be indirect in their communication style.
The Salvadorian tendency of offering help or advice may somewhat compensate
for this vacuum. Nevertheless, particularly because they do not share the same
assumptions and values in many realms, it is also probable that they will not be
always able to provide the feedback that their intercultural co-workers need in
order to improve their performance at work. Moreover, when in a somewhat
unfamiliar territory, often individuals do not know what they don't know, and
much less, are aware of their blind spots.
Moreover, the tendency of Unitedstatesians to be the ones raising the
problematic issues appeared to be oriented towards "fixing the problem", and
directly related with "task-orientedness" Maureen and Will observed. As noted
before, providing negative feedback is not a comfortable endeavor for most
cultures, and thus, this intercultural difference may leave the burden of raising
concerns on the Unitedstatesian shoulders. In tum, not only do they run a solid
chance to be perceived as those who are 'conflictive or 'problematic', but
inadvertently, everyone may be eroding on the key avenue that may lead them
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to addressing problems: their relationship. Paradoxically, relationships are what
Salvadorians are perceived as caring for the most.
Lastly, yet another inadvertent consequence of this intercultural difference
seems to be that the majority of concerns would be conceived and framed mostly
by Unitedstatesians. In other words, those who identify something that appears
to them as needing to be addressed, have the power to delineate it according to
their points of view. Moreover, it may appear that they are actually more
competent than Salvadorians. Since it is easier to miss our own shortcomings,
and Salvadorians are hesitant to express negative or constructive criticism,
Unitedstatesians may wind up believing that they are somehow more competent
than their Salvadorian counterparts. However, since Unitedstatesians do not
refrain from sharing negative feedback, it is also possible that Salvadorians end
up feeling somehow less competent as well. This speculation is, of course,
without intending to deny that individuals are bound to be at different stages of
their development of work place related skills, and on different realms,
regardless of their cultural background.
According to those interviewed, competence did not seem to come along
cultural differences, but only Unitedstatesians raised the issue of competence.
Additionally, it is not uncommon for Latin Americans to share the perception
that Unitedstatesians tend to be somehow "more competenf', and thus
internalize this belief. In her consulting practice, the researcher has repeatedly
observed this dynamic in Central America, in El Salvador, and from
Salvadorians living in the United States. Fortunately, these impressions can be
mitigated by the critical analysis stemming from political movements and thus,
benefiting individuals all the individuals concerned. However, as Carmen
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indicated regarding Salvadorian women: some of them are able to step out from
the oppressive aspects of their traditional roles as women, yet there are many
that have not reached that point. In fact, similar observations could be stated
about many progressive Unitedstatesians working in international not-for-profit
organizations. Indeed, much lucha ("struggle"), self-reflection and learning
appear to be waiting up ahead, and across cultural and gender borders.

Asking for Help
A synthesis of the all responses is represented on Figure VTI.
Only a few research participants answered specifically to the issue of asking
for advice; thus, the concentration of data on requesting help. Because asking
_and offering help

are .sojntimately linked, the analysis will combine them both.

Congruent with the direct/ indirect realm as well as with the cultural
tendencies to express disagreement in the workplace, there was a full consensus
among all research participants that Caucasian Unitedstatesians tend to ask for
help more readily and directly, whereas Salvadorians are less likely to ask for
help or advice, or do so in indirect ways. At the same time, some additional
comments offered interesting nuances on how gender patterns also play a role in
these interactions, even across cultures.
The following are some of the quotes that substantiate the first impression,
corresponding to Salvador, Ernest, Will and Maggie, respectively:
A Salvadorian wants to be self-sufficient ... and until a situation beats him,
then he goes and asks for help ... but, first, maybe he tries on his own ... to
get ahead ... then, he does ask, in that regard, I think he ends up short.

[El salvadorefio quiere ser autosuficiente ... y hasta lo que vence una situaciOn,
entonces se va pedir ayuda ... pero, primero tal vez trata por su propio ... de sacar
adelante ... as{, si ... pienso que se queda corto.]

Figure VII: Holographic Synthesis of Responses: Cultural Tendencies Regarding
Asking for Help in the Workplace
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•Entre Alvadorel\os,
Ia ayuda ni 11e time que
pedir .. ..los c:olllpe Ia
olredan ... en C3Dbio,
paiR los sriJ18011 un aJIIiso
es aJsuien a quien eUos
pueden venir a pedir,
pero .--. elloa dar,
ellos deciden que te dan.
como te lo dan y
COIIIO te lo dan .. .
y no olrecen .. .
~~ ~ · · "

irs notjudsmental .. .
but.. .irs more about
'I can't do this by

• ... Siempre eatamos
o&eciendo consejos

yayuda ...
eeo es butan.te
p«Uliar ... y es
muy espontlineo ...•

-,~~

-'1-

myself ... or 'cause
• ... Un gringo viene y Je
diae a uno diredamente:
'You kniM' what? I need
your help!' ...
1\.tientrM que un Latino
viene y te ciKle: 'Mini,
te voy a CXJntar •• • (rrrr!)
tal vez CXJn un problema
grande ... pero ain Ia
pregun1a explkita:
'lMedaeunamano?' ... •

s;f.L."(~'ItMS

• ... Yo siento que estj
INs relac:ionado CXJn los
individUIOII <lOll los
;mp.... en C311bio,
condos Alvadoreilas ...
90ft de espenr haeta que
Ia COII.a este bien.

• ... r think maybe
Salvadorians were a little
Jam at ease
(in asking for: help),
butapin .. .
that's also penonality .. .
Askins for help is seen as
~ahameful or as
• failure by boCh. cultures
-maybe more in
North American
culture ... ln us culture,
if you need help,
you go and& .. .

I'm new- at this' ... "

• ... los pinaos CXlll. los que
he tnblpdo, y los que he
ccnocido aiemp"e Mn aido
de arud-... y que par lo
menoe te dimn: 'Mini, ai
~ mi ayuda dejame
Silber!' . .. ai es ayuda
financisa, emocional 0
fiaica .. . trablr de aywt. al
pr6;imo cno que es
aHmp-e un poquito m¥
fa:il CXlll. el ealvadoreAo ... •

•No sabria decir, aeo
que pan los lgplw;m
(ernphtlticslly)
es 111M importante
apareaer cxxno que aaben
las a . - (y por lo tanto,
nopidenayuda) ...

.._....• ...North Americans were
much more likely to a for:
help tMn Salvadoriana ...
and s.lvadcriarw are more
likely to povide help
(giggles) ... but,

Salvadorians, if they hinted
that... pedulps. it may not
be poBble, they were more
likely to say ... 'OK. fine! .. .
dcn'twary .bout it.. .' .. .
w ' - - tbe Nonh
A-nc..u. ~have

espenr, espenr,
espenr ... e61o ai es

pushed a little bit more .. .•

~o .. .e61o
ai no le puede ~er... •

• .. . the general perspective
is that Wvaclari.w are .. .
maybe more willing to
help ... even if they can't be
that mudl cia help, lhey'll
by their best ..yway .. .
w'--, where I ccme
from when people offer
help you are expected to
reject it. .. you !mow .. .
'tt.tk you very much . . .
I'm alrighr...•

• (EI salvadcn!i\o) quiere

_. autDeufiOente•. . y
haeta que lo VSKle una
ai~ enlllncea se va
pedir ayuda ... pero.
primero ... tal vez trata
por 8U popio...
de aacar adelanlle .. . a&i, sl
pienao que se queda
axio .. .•

is much more
verbally direct
...and if you need

something,
you have to & .. .•

t - ::;,..GFOR;i{..:..~~
~

• ... (Salvadorians) are
much more indirect .. .
and especially if IIOil\eOI\e
has a need .. . many times
(people) wait for someone
to offer their help ...
they don't direc.tly ask for
help ... The Anslo culture

L»4i~s:t"M"'tSi~~

t~~~
• ... lrs hanlbeauee ... l
think naturally ... just .
around gender, men
are lees likely to a for
help whereas women
are IIIOft likely to ask
for help ... I think thoee
thinp are pretty .. .kind
ol aero. aJiturs
(chucldts) •••a few times
when Salvadorian men
have come to me
asking for help ... it
seemed like lhey cane
when they had done
everything they could
at their level... or:
something that ... ·o~<,
I've done as much as I
can ...at my level, ~ I
can Mk for help" ...
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.. .I think actually a few times when Salvadorian men have come to me
asking for help ... was about ... again, it was in the workplace so it was
about correcting English... or something that ... 0K, I've done as much
as I can ... at my level, now I can ask for help ... "
11

.. .I think that North Americans were much more likely to ask for help
than Salvadorians ... And Salvadorians are more likely to provide help
(giggles) than North Americans... North Americans were more easily,
more readily likely to ask for help or a favor ... but both would ... and I
think that the Salvadorians were more likely to ... you know, if I hinted
at... it may not be possible? ... they were more likely to say ... 'OK, fine!...
don't worrry about it... ' ... whereas the North Americans might have
pushed me a little bit more ...

(Salvadorians) are much more indirect... and ... especially if someone has
a need ... many times (people) wait for someone to offer their help ... they
don't directly ask for help ... The Anglo culture is much more verbally
direct ... and if you need something, you have to ask.
On the other hand, two Caucasian Unitedstatesians indicated that they

believed gender, not culture, played a more important role on whether coworkers were inclined to ask for help or advice or not. Sarah, for example, said:
I couldn't say, I think that for men ... it is more important to appear to know
things (and, therefore, don't ask for help). I think it's a gender thing.
[No sabrza decir, creo que para los Jwmbres ... es nuis importante aparecer como que
saben las cosas ... (y, por lo tanto, no piden ayuda). Yo creo que es una cosa de
genero ... ]
Ernest further explained why he believes Caucasian Unitedstatesian men
tend to be less willing to ask for help .
.. .I think it's hard because ... (pauses) ... again, I think naturally ... just
around gender, men are less likely to ask for help whereas women are more
likely to ask for help ... I think those things are pretty ... kind of across
cultures (chuckles) ... and ... women are much more likely to ask for help ...
maybe some, at an earlier stage than American men ... American men may
also never ask you for help ... (chuckles) ... because they don't want to ... I
think, sometimes, there's the perception of being weak, or not knowing ...
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Finally, Maureen added yet another layer to the Unitedstatesians cultural
values on this particular issue. Perhaps because two different tendencies may be
equally present in her culture, Maureen appeared as somewhat ambivalent
regarding how Caucasian Unitedstatesians' feel about asking for help. On one
hand, she shared that: ''Asking for help as somewhat shameful or as a failure both cultures- maybe more in North American culture." While a minute or two
later, she expressed that: "in the US, if you need help, you go and ask. .. it's not
judgmental" ... but ... it's more about 'I can't do this by myself' ... not 'cause I'm
new at this' ... ".

Offering Help
A synthesis of all the responses is represented on Figure Vlll. It is then
not surprising that research participants also virtually all agreed that
Salvadorians tend to offer help more readily in comparison with their Caucasian
Unitedstatesian counterparts. Some Unitedstatesians also added, that in El
Salvador this also depended on the organizational position in which individuals
happened to be at.
Interviewees from both cultures coincided in the perception that
Salvadorians are very generous in nature and that being muy servicial (very
oriented to serve others) is highly valued within that culture. The following
quotes by Carmen, Maria, Gary and Celia, respectively, offer testimony to this
belief:
You didn't even need to ask for help ... the comrades offered it ... they got
when someone needed help ... it was mutual support, a shared coexistence.
[fA ayuda ni se tenia que pedir: ... los compas Ia ofrecian ... captaban cuando
alguien necesitaba ... era apoyo mutuo, una convivencia.]

Figure VITI: Holographic Synthesis of Responses: Cultural Tendencies
Regarding Offering Help in the Workplace

" ... Por lo general, el
Salvadoreilo puede
estar en lo Ultimo de Ia
miseria, pero si tiene
doe frijoles, va ...
y teda\U\o.
Tienen gran coraz6n ....
El. crianJe cat6lico,
~ te mantiene muy
conectado con
los necesitados,
con los lllM pobres,
con ser asr-feci~?'
con ser bueno .. .

"Siempre estamos
ofreci.endo consejos y
ayuda ... eso es

bastante peculiar .. . y
es muy espontineo"

•

~·

./

" ... (Ia necesidad)
era captada cuando
alguien necesitaba
.. .era apoyo mutuo,

{\./"'\

~

una~vivencia ... ."~

unpedazo ...
verda? ... "

"Among Nonh Americans the part
about being helpful or generous is
valued ...but the thing about 'I know
how to do it. I'm gonna tell you' ...
it's often perceived as a judgment
(about what someone can or can' t
do) ... or that you are trying to
impose your way of doing it...which
would be perceived differently if
phrased as: 'Is there anything I can
do for you?' ... "

.~ e

" ... los gringos con los que
he tratJa;ado, y los que he
conocido siempre han sido
de ayudar ... y que por lo
menos te dicen: 'Miri,
si necesibis mi ayuda
dejame saber!' ... ahora_
si. es ayuda financier-a.
emocional. o Hsica ... tratar
de ayudar al pr6jimo creo
que es siempre \U\ poquito
lllM fok:i.l con el
salvadorei\o ... "

"I haven't noticed, 1
can' t give an opinion"
"(Among
Salvadorians) there's
an expectation that
you'll be generous, that
you will help
(emphatically) and that's
highly valued ... "

"(Among Salvadorians) . .. being

"I've noticed that
Salvadorians are more
likely ID both meet
each other's needs and
get their needs met ...
without having to talk
about it ... they pay
attention to each other"

' muy ~·(very helpful) is very

(sighs in amused

valued ... "
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t COFFERING HELP?~-- I
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"Eso es parte de lo
generoso ... de lo
dadivoso .. . 8011\08
bien abiertos ... .. .
nos sacaJJW8 el .. .
si tengomi
comida, solamente
mi porci6n, y
alguien esta sin ...
Ia parto y le doy

" ... Among Salvadorians there's a
recognition that everybody needs to
be brought up to speed ... I don't
know about offering help, but
definitively about trying to cover all
the bases ... "

~

i
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" ... I think in .. .(pauses) both
cultures ...both genden, I've never
seen an issue around offering
advice ... people are very quidt ID
offer advice ... whereas with men,
I think they'll never give you
personal advice, and much less in a
group of other men .. . but. feeling
perfectly fine in giving you all the
advice they want about work
stuff... because they, IIOillehow,
know mmel (clnu:ldes) •. •I don't
know whether I've seen a difference
between Salvadorian men versus
US men .. . on advice ... "

" .. .Salvadorians I
worked with as well as
some of m y
Salvadorian friends ...
they were also more
likely ID say 'yes' to
sometJUns ... and while
they might be more
likely to help, they also
were more l.i.kely to
say: 'yes' ... and then ...
kind of bail (giggles) if
they couldn' t .. . like,
there was a little bit of
, a, resistance to ~y:
no ... So.. . 8011\etimes,
they might not help,
but they might say:
'yes' ... and then not
help ... "
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In general, Salvadorians can be in extreme misery, but if they have two
beans, they come and give you one. They have a great heart ...

[ Por lo general, el Salvadoreiio puede estar en lo Ultimo de la miseria, pero si
tiene dos frijoles, va ... y te da uno. Tienen gran coraz6n.]
... the general perspective is that Salvadorians are maybe more willing to
help ... and ... even if they can't be much that much of a help, they'll try
their best anyway ...
We are always offering advice and help ... that is very peculiar... and is
very spontaneous.

[ Siempre estamos ofreciendo consejos y ayuda ... eso es bastante peculiar ... yes
muy espontlineo. ]
Another insight, provided by Will in an amused tone of voice, was that
although Salvadorians were clearly more inclined to offer help, this seem not to
be a guarantee that they would actually do so. He further wondered whether
there was some sort of resistance to saying that they were not able to help.
The perceived difference in terms of offering help was that for Caucasian
Unitedstatesians, even though they indeed value being generous and offering
assistance, the tendency is not to do so because of the expectation that
individuals will ask for help if they need it, or because it may be int~rpreted as a
put down. As Maureen put it:
... among North Americans the part about being helpful or generous is
valued ... but the thing about: 'I know how to do it, I'm gonna tell you' .. .
it's often perceived as a judgment (about what someone can or can't do) .. .
or that you are trying to impose your way of doing it ... which would be
seen/ perceived differently if phrased as: 'Is there anything I can do for
you?' ...
Gary, on the other hand, stated that when he was growing up living in
Minnesota with his extended family, when help was offered the cultural
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expectation was to kindly reject it. Noting the almost humorous nature of it, he
said:
... because, my extended family experience ... people sort of offered
something (in an amused tone) ... because they haven't offered...
(chuckles) ... because it was the quote and quote "the nice thing to do" ...
but, really ... they didn't want to ... or it may cause hardships ... or ... so
the nice thing to do was to reject it ... You know ... 'thank you very
much ... I'm alright ... thank you' .. .
Accounting for the fact that Gary was not referring to the not-for-profit
workplace, his comment may not necessarily apply to the present study.
However, if this cultural value were to be, at times, transferred to work teams, it
would certainly support the notion that accepting help is not socially
encouraged.

Discussion
Asking and offering help can be seen as the two sides of the same coin.
This is, the cultural value or expectation in asking for help is related to the
cultural norms regarding offering help. It seems fairly clear that there is a
noticeable tendency in Salvadorians not to ask for help, but to readily offer it. On
the other hand, an important trend emerged indicating that Unitedstatesians are
inclined to ask for help, but not so much to offer it. These tendencies seem to be
in fair alignment with the prior realms, and this does not seem coincidental. It
appears that both cultures have reversed tendencies, and of course, for different
reasons.
Considering that Unitedstatesians of European ascent, in general, are
perceived as being more direct in their conversational styles, it makes sense that
they would also tend to ask for help. Just as in their definition of
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communication, the focus seems to be on the individuals taking initiative for
their own needs, as for their opinions. And, if they expect others to ask for help
when they need it, no wonder they are less inclined to offer it! Additionally, if
Ernest and Maureen's observations that needing help or assistance may be
viewed by Unitedstatesians as a shortcoming, a weakness or a sign of failure, the
honorable behavior may well be not to offer it.
However, stemming for this nuance, it also appears that there is some
level of cultural ambivalence regarding asking for help among,Unitedstatesians,
particularly on the part of men. The assumption being here that inaividuals
should 'pull themselves up by the boot straps' and be as self-reliant as possible.
Again, the focus is on the independence of individuals.
Even though there are some ingredients of self-reliance on the part of
Salvadorians, as Salvador, Karlos and Alejandro indicated (perhaps, not
surprisingly, all three are men) that the emphasis seems to be on not imposing,
rather than on independence. It makes sense that they would not tend to ask for
help, considering that Salvadorians, as a general rule, are seen as more indirect in
their conversational style. Just as in their definition of communication, the
emphasis seems to be placed in the larger context and in not imposing on others,
even within the intention of 'convincing them to act'. As Maggie and Carmen
observed, it appears that Salvadorians tend to pay more attention to each other's
needs and more readily offer help, and thus the expectation is that help does not
need to be requested for it to be offered. The emphasis is on interdependence,
and a notion of identity inherently embedded in the community the individual
belongs to.
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It is not surprising, then, that both culturally embedded styles are lived

differently, depending on who happens to be at the receiving end.
Unitedstatesians consistently perceived Salvadorians as very generous, even
though in one instance Maureen shared that she sometimes would prefer that her
Salvadorian co-workers would ask for help. Reversibly, only two Salvadorians
openly shared how they perceived Unitedstatesians in this regard. Maria
indicated that in this country, she had to explicitly learn how to ask for what she
needed. Carmen's outsider's perspective, however, pointed out a different
nuance to this cultural tendency. She commented that "gringos decide what they
give you, and how they give it to you", highlighting that the power explicitly
remained in the hands of those giving or helping. From a Caucasian
Unitedstatesian perspective, this may well make sense based on their core value
of individual will, as Bellah et. al (1985) stated in his renowned ethnographic
work:.
We believe in the dignity, indeed sacredness, of the individual. Anything
that would violate our right to think for ourselves, judge for ourselves,
make our own decisions, live our lives as we see fit, is not only morally
wrong, it is sacrilegious (p.145).
Hence, individuals are expected to be giving only when they can or
please. From a Salvadorian point of view, however, it is not surprising that
Carmen showed a clear dislike for that particular cultural nuance. Further more,
Will's observation that Salvadorians would indeed be more inclined to offer or
agree to help, but that they would not necessarily follow through with it, is also
understandable from an ernie perspective. This is, if the cultural expectation is
that people should be giving, generous and "muy seroicial ", as Maureen pointed
out, it makes sense that they would tend to agree to help even if they are not
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certain whether they can follow through or not. Once again, the emphasis is on
the value of being generous, or being perceived as such, not on accomplishing
the promise. Additionally, as it is popularly known, Latin Americans have a
more non-lineal notion of time. Bennett and Stewart (1991) expressed it as:
"orientation to the present is characteristic in Latin Americans" (p.74).
Consequently, it is not unusual that for Latinos whatever is happening in the
present can take over what may have been planned. This is particularly the case
if compared with Unitedstatesians of European ascent, who have a more
structured and lineal sense of time (Bennett & Stewart, 1991 ). Thus, for Latin
Americans, even if they initially thought that they would be able to followthrough with their help, things may well change at the last moment, preventing
them from fulfilling their promise. Of course, within this general cultural
tendency, there are many variations along the diverse latitudes and longitudes
within Latin America, literally speaking. However, this cultural dynamic may
particularly apply for Salvadorians, who appear to refrain from answering
negatively if help is requested, and whose indirectness may not make they prone
to state just how certain they are to follow-through. From an etic point of view,
albeit, it is equally understandable that Unitedstatesians live this cultural
difference as disorientating, frustrating or as amusing surprises, as shared by
Will and Gary.

Thanking

A synthesis of the all responses is represented on Figure IX. Perceptions
were more complicated as well as enriching when it came to expressing thanks
and being grateful in the workplace, which some participants saw as equivalent,

Figure IX: Holographic Synthesis of Responses: Cultural Tendencies
Regarding Thanking in the Workplace

"Los Salvadoreftos son mumo mae
amables que noaotros .... Somos un
poco torpes en eso, los gringos"
"La gente que te agradece
INs, es la que mae lo
necesita ... La que de verdad
se aparta del camino y te
dice: 'Gracias!' ... De verdad
gracias ... ';~ &te taller
no hubiera Uegado a nada
sin til' ...y ;c6mo me abraz6
. ..uy!... que bUbaro!"
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"I'd say ...more willingness to
thank in the Salvadorians...and
like I said, kind of rituali.zled ...it's
like ...you would and 80 •• •it could
be .. .sometimes it could be
pen:eived as a little superficial ...
Much less in Anglo (culture) ...
you're expected ID do what you're
doing ... ' H you need to be thanked,
what are you doin8 here?' ... In the
progressive movement you are not
~ ID need anything ...cause
you're here for your own values. ..
so don't expect anyone to make

"Irs hard to know ... I have
my generalizatioos about
culturally~ that
happens ... but. then I have
my experience at Las
Vecinas .. . (signs in
amusement) . . .sometimes
they are not the same .. .
everyone says ... there's a
lot of 'please' ... and ' thank
you's' about certain things
. .. and then ... (pauses) . . •
I don' t notice it at work on

~~ SN.i~NI~ cTEW'WON=5-i L.~~ t~
"(Entre
salvadoreftos)
agradecer, yo
sientn que se dli
... quiza,un
poco modesto ...
quiz;i sin tanta
pompa ... "

" .. . Pienso que el
salvadorefl.o es

mae

agradecido ...
porque es mae
expresivo, lo da
aentender ...
quiere traerle
esto y aquello .. .
ytodoeso ...
Pienso que el
norteamericano
· en eso es rruis
parco ...(los
norteamericanos,
encambio),
'OK ... me
ayudaste ahl... y
la vida continUa'
... y el
salvadorei\o
queda
agradecido J;!Q[
siempre,. de

, ..• 0

sr. el agradecimiento

es mlis abierto, yo digo que
mae genuino del
salvadoreno ... que, tal vez,.
el gringo... El gringo te
puede decir: 'gracias' ... yo
lo sientn porque creo que es
mae cultural el decir gracias,
111M en ' to be polik' ... mae
que, de verdad, que has
apreciado la ayuda. y que
'gracias por lo que me
dijiste, o lo que me rontaste,
0 lo que me diste' ...n

, ... mae por ellado de
reconocimientn de
empleados.. . pero, eso de
reconocimientn en pUblico,
y £rente al stfl/f en el
meeting ... ami no me gusta,
mejor dame: ' gracias' que
de verdad demuestre el
apreciamientn
y que sea menos,
que sea low key, pues! .. .
(las gracias pomposas)
it ~Is funny !" ... y se siente
que estan atrayendo la
all!nci6n hacia el mismos •••
'para ~ n'!, cligan de que
soy malo ...

J;!Q[vida· ··

(emphatically) . .. "

~HL~Ji:.
c.~

" ... (for Salvadorians) 8011\ething
thars been really important or
really good ...th.-'s almost il
Drlll!i (enrplwtically) ID thank
you .. . when something has been
done really good ... definitely
going out oi their way ID thank
you ... but. I think thars much
more than just thanking you as
an individu.l ... but. 'thank you
fer stepping oulllide oi who you
are and where you are coming
from ID be in solidarity with us
and to do this work!' ...
(Whereas for U .S, folks)
... I mean, honestly, it is very
rare for someone ID say thank
you. but if they did ... I think in
the US irs often cause thar s the
polite thing ... and irs done
loudly .. i r s almost thanking
XQIIID emphasize
tbegwelyes. . (giggles) .. . and
sometimes .•. Like. I wouldn't
say 'thank you' on a one-to-one
personal level ... they would say
it in a b!g poop setting ... like.
then. I clefiniiJely see it as ...1 am
thanking you. very publicly, and
very emotionally ... justin that
realm 80 that the focus is still on
me .. . but I'm thanking XQYI'
(giggles) ..."
" ... I've seen 'thank you' being
said in the Salvadorian
caaununityil'slikeyougo
through the whole list of
everyone who was involved .. .
and making sure you thank
everyone and what they did ... "

" ... (North Americans were
more explicit about
thanking) ... but. I definitely
rereived ' thank yous' from
Salvadorians .. . at times, they
were just a little less
explicit ... and maybe, just
quieter too, you know ... not
80 •• • kind oi jauJed up ... like:
' thank you sooooo very
much, I rea&aaally appreciate
!' ... what you might get from
a North American .. . from a
Salvadorian, you got a
quieter ' thank you', maybe
there were a little bit more
thank you from North
Americans, but I also think
that they were kind of hziMk:[

about it..."

" ... there is a real tradition in
El Salvador about... there's
a~ (emphatically) piece of
opening: ' thank you li2QQ
much for CClllliJ18, we know
what a~investment
it is for you ID come here... it
means a world to us' . .. and
then. at the end of the
meeting ... kind of organized
~~ exchang;··· and even
m their letters ...

" ... I think ... maybe, I
guess ... Salvadorians give
thanks more ... on average, in
general ... (pauses) • • .maybe
that's ronneded also ID the
feedback and the praise ... "
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and some others did not. Fascinatingly, research participants on both cultural
groups raised the issue of how, at times, thanking could be done in ritualistic
fashions; and thus, how its sincerity could potentially be questioned. However,
all but one of the research participants agreed with the idea that Salvadorians, by
and large, are more inclined to express appreciation in the not-for-profit
workplace. Additionally, Ernest, Karlos and Salvador shared some thoughts that
may shed some light on the varying cultural meanings of thanking in a work
team. Finally, Maria observed that being in real need appeared to be the ones
more vividly and genuinely expressing their gratitude.
The exception to this pattern was Maggie, who could not tell whether
there were any cultural differences around expressing gratitude, but that
perhaps cultural nuances could be found along gender lines.
Considering the perception of a stronger tendency on the part of
Salvadorians to care for their fellow community members, it is not hard to
concur with Maureen's observation. " I'd say ... more praise and encouragement
on the part of the Salvadorians ... ifs really important (emphatically) to thank
everyone, make space for everyone ... and acknowledge everyone." Ernest
added that:
... something that's been really important or really good ... there's almost
a need (emphatically) to thank you ... when something has been done
really good ... definitely going out of their way to thank you ... but, I think
that's much more than just thanking you as an individual. .. but, "thank
you for stepping outside of who you are ... and where you are coming
from ... to be in solidarity with us and to do this work ...
Karlos and Salvador dearly agreed that Salvadorians are a lot more open
to thanking, and that even though they may not be as loud as Unitedstatesians,
the waters run deep in their expression. Salvador commented: " I think that
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Salvadorians are more grateful. .. because they are more expressive, they tell you
... they want to bring you this and that ... and all that. . .I think the North
American, in this, is more sober." [ "Pienso que el salvadoreiio es nuis agradecido ...

porque es nuis expresivo, lo da a entender ... quiere traerle esto y aquello ... y todo eso ...
Pienso que el norteamericano en eso es nuis parco."] Karlos chimed in:
... Oh yes, expression of gratitude is more open, I would say more
genuine in Salvadorians... than, maybe, the Anglo ... The Anglo can tell
you 'thanks' ... I think because I feel that it is the cultural thing to say
thanks ... more 'to be polite' ... more than they truly have appreciated the
help, or than "thanks for what you told me, or what that story you told
me, or what you gave me" ...

[... o si, el agradecimiento es mds abierto, yo digo que mds genuino del
salvadoreiio ... que, tal vez, el gringo ... El gringo te puede decir: 'gracias' ... yolo
siento porque creo que es nuis cultural el decir gracias ... nuis en 'to be polite' ...
nuis que, de verdad, que has apreciado Ia ayuda, o que 'gracias por lo que me
dijiste, o lo que me-contaste, o lo que me diste': .. ]
Moreover, all three Unitedstatesian males as well as Maureen noted that
in the Salvadorian community, there is an emphasis on acknowledging and
thanking everyone involved, and not focusing on a few individuals. For
example, Will expressed: '' .. .I've seen 'thank you' being said in the Salvadorian
community ifs like you go through the whole list of everyone who was
involved ... and making sure you thank everyone and what they did."
All but one Unitedstatesian also observed that thanking was an important
tradition for Salvadorians, and that it was religiously done at the very beginning
and at the end of each meeting, each public speech and even each letter. For
instance, Will stated that:
... there is a real tradition in El Salvador about... there's a huge
(emphatically) piece of opening: "thank you sooo much for coming, we
know what a huuuuge investment it is for you to come here ... it means a
world to us' ... and then, at the end of the meeting ... kind of organized
cultural exchange ... and even in their letters ...
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Maureen added that the thanking was somewhat ritualized, which caused
it to sometimes '' ... be perceived as a little superficial"
Regarding Unitedstatesians tendencies in their thanking, with the
exception of Maggie who did not experience any pattern along cultural lines,
literally everyone else shared that they were less inclined to thank. However,
some people suggested that when they do thank, it is not uncommon for them to
do it in a noticeable loud fashion, seeming to paradoxically attract attention back
unto themselves. As Alejandro put it: "To thank, I feel is given ... maybe, a little
modest ... maybe without so much circumstance." ["Agradecer, yo siento que se dd

... quizti, un poco modesto ... quizti sin tanta pompa."] Will concurred:
(North Americans were more explicit about thanking) ... but, I definitely
received "thank yous" from Salvadorians ... at times, they were just a little
less explicit... and maybe, just quieter too, you know ... not so ... kind of
jazzed up ... like: 'thank you sooooo very much, I reaaaaally
appreciate!"' ... what you might get from a North American... from a
Salvadorian, you got a quieter thank you' ... maybe there were a little bit
more thank you from North Americans, but I also think that North
Americans were kind of louder about it ...
1

When specifically asked about the perception of loudness, Maggie stated
that Unitedstatesians are louder in every sense:

'~

general, White people from

the States are louder... and just take up more space (emphatically) ... physically,
verbally, volume ... and I think that is true for all kinds of reasons."
Karlos stated that in his experience with Caucasians in the United States,
there seems to be an emphasis on thanking as an organizational practice:
... more on the side of acknowledging the employees ... but that public
acknowledgment, and in front of staff in meetings ... I don't like it, better
give me a 'thanks' that really demonstrates the appreciation and that is
less, that it be low key, I mean! ... (pompous thank you' s) it feels funny!

[ ... mas por ellado de reconocimiento de empleados .. . pero, eso de
reconocimiento en publico, y frente al staff en el meeting ... a m( no me gusta,
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mejor dame:' gracias' que de verdad demuestre el apreciamiento y que sea menos,
que sea low key, pues! ... (las gracias pomposas) it feels funny!]
Ernest added another insight to this dynamic:
... ifs almost thanking you to emphasize themselves ... (giggles) ... and
sometimes ... Like, I wouldn't say 'thank you' on a one-to-one personal
level... they would say it in a big group setting ... like, then, I definitely
see it as ... 'I am thanking you, very publicly, and very emotionally' ... just
in that realm so that the focus is still on me ... but I'm thanking you!
(giggles) ...

Discussion
All research participants agreed that both cultures encourage thanking as
a socially desirable behavior. Three Unitedstatesians perceived Salvadorian
thanking somewhat as a formality. Maureen shared that thanking could be done
in a ritualistic manner along both cultural lines, thus perhaps the depth of its
sincerity could be questioned. This not to imply that thanking was perceived as
insincere, rather that if done in a compulsory manner, it could be perceived
merely as a social transaction endorsing mere politeness, and its meaning and
feeling could be diminished.
Considering that Salvadorians are seen as more community oriented and
more inclined to compliment than Unitedstatesians, it is not surprising that they
are also perceived by cultural insiders, as well as by outsiders, as expressing
more gratitude. Naturally, this is reinforced by their stated focus on not hurting
people's feelings.
On the other hand, the fact that most participants were aligned in their

perception that Unitedstatesians tend to thank less, appears to be compatible
with all of the cultural assumptions analyzed to this point. For instance, and as
Maureen stated: there is much less (thanking) within Anglo culture, you're
11
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expected to do what your supposed to do ... if you need to be thanked, why are
you here?" Interestingly, this statement resonated in my mind with Alejandro's
observation about feedback, when he shared that

II

the reward should be in the

product, shouldn't it? ... There is no need for the pomp and circumstance ..." [
" ... Ia recompensa Ia debiera tener el producto, no? No tiene que haber el pito y el

tambor ..."]. Perhaps, this may be due to his acculturation process in the United
States.
It is worth noting that only one research participant seemed to equate

expressing gratitude with being grateful. Because as we have been exploring,
conversational and relational patterns indeed vary across cultures, it is clear that
the researcher does not equate both. In fact, someone may be very grateful even
if they are not explicit about it and, in some circumstances and among those who

can read each other without uttering words, indirectness in thanking may
actually prove to be a more appropriate communication style. Equally,
expressing gratitude is not necessarily evidence of a genuine feeling.
The question remains, since most participants explicitly agree that
Unitedstatesians are comparatively less expressive when it comes to thanking,
why have some participants (cultural insiders as well as outsiders) observed that,
at times, they can be fairly "loud" about it? Regarding this "loudness" Karlos
and Ernest's observation pointed not only to the volume of the voice, but also to
the fact that the thanking is done in public. Since Salvadorians were perceived as
prone to thanking in public, even to the point of doing so "ritualistically" or as a
"cultural exchange" of some sort, where is this perceived difference coming
from?
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Even though noticeably surprised at the observation, very validly Maggie
pointed out that Unitedstatesians are louder altogether! Ernest suggested that it
is a way to re-emphasize themselves which would explain why they are less
inclined to do it on a one-on-one level, as perceived by himseU and by Karlos.
Marfa's comment that those who need the help or assistance more are the ones
who are more personal, genuine and recurrent in thanking rang true to the
researcher's ears. Moreover, it sounded analogous to the well-documented fact
that those who have less are the ones who are more inclined to give to others. 5
Perhaps, this intriguing dynamic will be better explored within the context of the
realm of apologizing.

Apologizing

A synthesis of all the responses is represented on Figure X. A strong, yet
partial and qualified endorsement of the perception that Caucasian
Unitedstatesians are more explicit in apologizing emerged through most of the
conversations. In fact, for some research participants, this apparent
conversational pattern is based on the Caucasian Unitedstatesians' tendency to
be more direct. Different nuances about how this tends to happen in the not-forprofit workplace were also pointed out regarding the role social class,
organizational position, privilege and relationships played in these intercultural
dynamics. On the other hand, Will, Gary and Maureen differed, stating that

5 As the accmmts of many international humanitarian workers, it is a very well known fact that people with
the least material resources tend to be more generous than those who are wealthier. The researcher's own
experiences substantiates this premise in different parts of the world, and along different latitudes of
wealth. Fundraisers are also very aware of this fact. For instance, according to the U.S. Census Bureau
2000, households earning $ 20,000 or under donate an average of 3.3 % annually, whereas households
earning U$ 100,000 or over donate an average of 2.2 % annually.

Figure X: Holographic Synthesis of Responses: Cultural Tendencies Regarding
Apologizing in the Workplace
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Salvadorians are more open about apologizing. Maggie, however, stated that she
had not experienced differences along cultural lines, but perhaps around gender
lines. Alejandro indicated that this depended more on the actual individuals
involved. Seemingly correlating hesitance to apologize with arrogance, he
shared that arrogant individuals could be found along both cultural lines.
Finally, Carmen, Maureen and Ernest pointed out how comfortable or not were
both cultures in apologizing and shared their thoughts about what this may
mean. Therefore, from the perspective of cultural insiders as well as outsiders,
two seemingly contradictory and mutually exclusive arguments emerged
through the twelve conversations.
The observation that Caucasian Unitedstatesians are more explicit when
apologizing was endorsed by cultural insiders as well as outsiders. Maria stated
that: "Gringos examine themselves, they're very honest ... mea culpa ... and
they'll ask for forgiveness." [''Los gringos se examinnn, son lwnestotes ... mea culpa ...

y se disculpan ..."J Sarah agreed by observing: '1 think gringos could be, let's
say ... more apt to say: 'I did it, and I did it wrong ... next time, I won't do it' ...
especially because gringos tend to be more direct." ['' Creo que los gringos podrian

estar mas dspuestos a decir: 'yolo hice, y lo hice mal' ... nolo vay a hacer la proxima
vez ... especialmente porque son mas directos. "] Will concurred: " ... you know ...
(sighs) ... I'm hesitant to generalize ... but, I guess ... I think people were less overt
in their apologizing ... Salvadorians were less overt apologizing, than North
Americans." Salvador indicated that Salvadorians are proud, and thus, it is hard
for them to accept that they are wrong. Finally, Karlos noted that Salvadorians
are more reserved altogether, which explains that often it is hard for them to

139

apologize. However, in his experience, he has observed that Salvadorians can
apologize after a few days have gone by.
In reflecting about it, Celia thought that not apologizing may be more

related to a social class issue stemming from the not so distant feudal times in the
history of El Salvador. She shared, for instance, that it was not unusual when she
was growing up, roughly 40 years ago, that working class people would simply
not appear to work one day, without giving notice to their supervisors. She went
on to state that unless maids were considered "part of the family'' they would be
known for disappearing one day in a similar fashion. The same applied to
factory workers or other working class employees. Even though these scenarios
are clearly not the somewhat bi-cultural not-for-profit workplace scenarios, and
that they only indirectly refer to apologizing, they may shed some light on this
apparent cultural tendency.
As a matter of fact, Sarah and Gary noticed that apologizing in El Salvador
also had to do with the position someone had in the organizational hierarchy.
Additionally, Gary pointed out the position of privilege that Unitedstatesians
inherently enjoy in all not-for-profit organizations:
All of this also had a lot to do with 'power lines' ... how secure your job
was ... North Americans had a lot more opportunities ... if somebody has a
lot more opportunities ... you know, they can go and tell someone to go
and fly a kite, you know? (chuckles) ...
Finally, Ernest shared that, perhaps, Salvadorians felt less of a need to
apologize "because the relationship is already there". The implication he made
was that Salvadorians live relationships in a somewhat closer fashion than
Unitedstatesians, thus, apologizing may not be necessary because the
relationship in and of itself will somehow take care of any wrinkle that may

140

come up along the way. This angle seems to be congruent with Maggie's prior
observation that Salvadorians have their needs met without having to talk about
them, because everyone is paying more attention to each other in the first place.
Two seemingly contradictory perceptions were shared by Will and Gary,
who believed that Salvadorians are slightly more outward expressive about
apologizing, as they are about thanking and providing positive feedback.
Maureen brought up a slightly different perspective on this topic, as she saw
Salvadorians as more open to apologize, even though it could also be seen as one
of the Salvadorian traditional interpersonal rituals, and thus, possibly
diminishing its genuineness. Her reasoning was that apologizing is less loaded
for them than it is for Caucasian Unitedstatesians:
Also more open in Salvadorians ... again, less loaded ... I think a lot of
times in Anglo culture apologizing is (sighs) ... like acknowledging a
failure ... so it's more loaded ... 'cause everything is so performance
(oriented) ... but apologizing may also be part of this 'go along to get
along' ...
Carmen and Ernest, on the other hand, perceived both cultures as feeling
uncomfortable about apologizing. Carmen categorically added that Caucasian
Unitedstatesians never admit that they were wrong. 'There is always some
justification ... " she stated," ... you misunderstood me, that's not what I meant,
that's not what I said! "
Moreover, in alignment with his comment about thanking, and stressing
its humorous side, Ernest expressed that if and when Unitedstatesians do
apologize, they tend to do so in a fashion where the attention is brought back to
themselves .
... it's almostthanking you to emphasize themselves ... (giggles) ... and
sometimes ... Like, I wouldn't say 'thank you' on a one-to-one personal
level ... they would say it in a big group setting... like, then, I definitely
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see it as... 'I am thanking you, very publicly, and very emotionally' ...
just in that realm so that the focus is still on me ... but I'm thanking you!
(giggles) ...
He also remarked that apologizing in Caucasian Unitedstatesian culture is
seen as a sign of weakness, thus their tendency to either refuse to apologize, or to
make it in such way that it turns the good light on themselves, so that they
would be seen as gracious persons.
Finally, Alejandro did not see any pattern along cultural lines. Relating
hesitance to apologize to arrogance, he stressed that people in,volved in the
Solidarity Movement with El Salvador tend to be humble, as follows:
. . . it depends on the person, the majority of people working for Las
Vecinas have a level of conscience and love with the communities in El
Salvador that makes them be more humble... so, it depends con each
individual, there are arrogant persons along both (cultural) lines ...

[... depende de la persona, la mayorfa de personas que trabajan en el movimiento
de solidaridad con El Salvador tienen un nivel de conciencia y de carifio con las
·comunidades en El Salvador que les hace ser mas humildes ... asique depende de
la persona, hay personas arrogantes en ambas lineas ... ]
Discussion
Apologizing appeared as the most noticeably controversial realm. Even
more than with regards to thanking, four positions emerged from the
conversations. On one hand, two clearly distinctive perspectives appeared to
contradict each other. A third position, shared by one research participant from
each culture, affirmed that neither culture tends to apologize openly and
genuinely. A fourth perspective, expressed by one participant, perceived the
differences along gender lines, rather than cultural ones.
The first, and stronger perspective, sustained that Caucasian
Unitedstatesians are more overt in apologizing when compared to their
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Salvadorian counterparts, could be founded on several cultural tendencies. The
two that stand out from this study appear to be the inclination towards
directness and raising concerns or problems in the workplace. Perhaps,
individualism may also influence this observation due to the tendency to place
responsibility on individual teammates, rather than on the work group as a
whole. As a matter of fact, this interpretation would be supported by the
seminal work of Hosftede (2001) that found guilt associated to societies high on
individualism. "A child in an individualist society who infringes upon a rule
learns to feel guilty, ridden by an individually developed conscience that
functions as a private inner pilof' (p. 229). Moreover, and as Gary stated, their
position of privilege could also be playing a role in their feeling more
comfortable in apologizing, although not necessarily more consciously so. In
other words, when someone holds a privileged position, not only within a work
group (the Unitedstatesians enjoying much easier conditions to change jobs, or
move internationally) but also within the larger social context (based on the
current "world order'' in which Unitedstatesians are often the ones having more
direct access to funds), admitting you are wrong may represent a much lesser
social risk than for their Salvadorians counterparts. If this analysis is at least
partially plausible in these intercultural interactions, an apparent consequence
may be that trust becomes harder to develop between these two cultural groups.
This is, whether power differences are real, perceived, or both, the varying
degree of interpersonal safety and closeness needed to develop trust may be
understandably hampered.
Regarding the Salvadorian part of this premise, two cultural insiders
indicated that it is hard for them to admit that they may be wrong, and that they
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are more reserved in the first place. Furthermore, Ernest observed that for
Salvadorians there does not seem to be a need for apologizing "because the
relationship is already there", implying that the relationship in and of itself
would weather the bad times without having to directly state so. Once again,
this interpretation appears to be in alignment with the Salvadorian inclination
towards indirectness and hesitance to disagree or bring up problematic issues in
the workplace. This is, if being direct and openly sharing differing points of
view is culturally discouraged, admitting wrongdoing or having a flawed
analysis in any direct way would be difficult to conceive.
Additionally, the intercultural power dynamics mentioned earlier (and
noticed by individuals along both cultural lines, yet more clearly by
Unitedstatesians) may well play a critical role in the difficulty, or rarity, on the
part of Salvadorians to apologize. Similarly, if an individual or a group is in a
subdominant position, whether the power differential is real, perceived, or both,
chances are that admitting errors may be socially a much riskier endeavor. Or, as
a Caucasian Unitedstatesian man once shared with the researcher while referring
to gender power dynamics, "it is much easier to be 'nice' when you are in
control." If this interpretation does, at least, partially apply to many of these
intercultural interactions, it would be supported by Hofstede's (2001) research,
which found shame embedded in societies that are low in individualism.
Collectivist societies, in contrast, are shame cultures: Not only the culprit
him- or her- self but also his or her in-group mates are made to feel
ashamed when a misdeed has been committed. Shame is social in nature,
whereas guilt is individual; whether a person feels shame or not depends
on whether the infringement has become known by others. (p.229)
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This perspective would also be congruent with an insight shared by
Maureen at the very last portion of our conversation:
... when you actually get to apologizing ... I was thinking ... but, when it
really came to big things (emphatically) ... could the Salvadorians
apologize? Nope! Like, no way!" ... because that was a political attack ...
if you actually were gonna challenged their ... some fundamental piece of
the strategy ... or ... something that was really controversial. .. even among
the Salvadorians ... there was ... I think there was very little acceptance
(emphatically) ... that that should be recognize ... the reconciliation
commission and that stuff... it was never taken seriously in EI Salvador!
II

She further analyzed that she believes that the Salvadorians refusal to
11

apologize regarding big things" is embedded in the victim mentality that
11

commonly arises when drastic power differences frame relationships. lt's a
victims position... you know, 'You can't criticize me, because those guys (US
government) are more evil ... and so, don't even get close to criticizing me ...
'cause then go and criticize them ... if you do thaf ... !" As Maureen explicitly
pointed out, along with two other cultural insiders, the power differential does
not only stem from differing cultural expectations but also from internal
organizational dynamics where Unitedstatesians tend to be in higher decision
making positions and in a reality that associates them with the availability of
funds. Only adding fuel to the fire, and permeating all interactions, is the
lengthy history between the United States and El Salvador in which the fifty
times smaller country has been consistently subdued to the political and
economic power of a nation that considers itself above all others. Therefore, it is
understandable that Salvadorians, who come from a culture that is more
community oriented than the United States, would 'counter-attack' in a
conversation that may be seeking admission of guilt (individually focused) with
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an argument oriented towards shame (collectively focused). Or, in colloquial
terms, Salvadorians might express something along the lines of: "we are not
going to admit to wrongdoing on our part because the U.S. government and its
corporate allies are responsible for actions that are much more shameful and
conclusively unredeemable!" Whether in an adversarial explicit tone, or implicit
undercurrent, the defense of the subdominant group is often to point out the
power differentia, and blaming the dominant group. A potential and
unfortunate derivative of this dynamic might be that Unitedstatesians in those
I

situations may internalize a criticism of dominant power of the United States
over El Salvador as a criticism of their persona, yielding to feelings of guilt.
Thus, in such potential scenarios, misunderstandings are inevitable and most
probably they will conduce to lingering effects between co-workers.
Congruent with his observation about Unitedstatesians thanking, a
cultural insider pointed out that apologizing could be used as a way to re-attract
attention unto themselves, thus allowing them to be seen as gracious individuals.
Following this line of thought, from a subdominant point of view, it must be
intriguing that those perceived in a higher position of power feel the need to be
seen as gracious" or good". However, if reflecting from their point of view
11

11

and believing that perhaps some mild feelings of guilt may be consciously or
unconsciously in their mind and hearts, the apparent need to explicitly focus on
their own individual goodness would be understandable. This is, this dynamic
could be interpreted as a means to compensate for feelings of guilt. Thus, the
individual focus, even when feelings of shame, not guilt, are projected on to
them.
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The other fascinating nuance is that Maureen clearly endorsed the premise
that Salvadorians tend to be more expressive when apologizing. Once again, this
suggests that both dynamics may well be present in these intercultural
encounters. Perhaps, the nature of the social context, the type of issue as well as
differing personalities may be at play and may lead to varying intercultural
scenarios.
The second, and less popular perspective, portrays Salvadorians as being
more outwardly expressive people for whom apologizing is a much "less
loaded" interpersonal exchange. Considering that they are perceived as being
more careful about hurting other people's feelings, and that their focus appears
__ !o b~~o place the g~~~of t!'-e ~~ll_l'~~com1~_mni_ty b_~for~-t~e~ own_ personal
needs, seems to substantiate this interpretation. More over, this could also be
somewhat ritualized, and thus, apologizing, like thanking, or more readily
offering help, may be simply culturally expected. Consequently, the perceived
individual weight is lessened since it is contextualized within the "go along, to
get along'' Salvadorian tradition.

Negotiating and Resolving Conflicts
A synthesis of all the observations is gathered on Figure XI. Perhaps
because negotiating and resolving conflicts somehow encompasses all the realms
mentioned above, it might be the best one for closing the presentation and initial
analysis of the results of this study.
At the first level of analysis, research participants were virtually in
agreement that Salvadorians are inclined to avoid or diffuse conflict, whereas
Caucasian Unitedstatesians tend to bring up conflictive issues more readily.

Figure XI: Holographic Synthesis of Respo~es: Cultural Tendencies
Regarding Negotiating and Resolving Conflicts in the Workplace.
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However, a closer look showed that there are important conflict avoidance
elements in both cultures, although, not surprisingly, they are embedded in
different cultural values and assumptions about what it means to be in conflict
and how to resolve it.
Therefore, at a first glance, a number of participants coincided in that
Salvadorians disdain confrontation and conflict. Marfa seemed to dislike even
talking about the issue! As she emphatically expressed:
I don't like conflict ... and I would never dare (to raise a conflictive issue)
in a team meeting... perhaps, we realized that something is going on, so
perhaps, I go and tell someone else: ' Listen, so and so' ... and maybe, this
one picks up the ball and goes and repeats it. ..
[No me gusta el conjlicto ... y no me animaria (levantar un tema conflictivo) en
una reunion ... por ahi nos dimos cuenta que algo estti pasando y quiZJi voy y le
digo a otra persona: 'Mirti, tal y tal ... ' ... y tal vez, este agarra la bala, y va y lo
repite ... ]

Celia reported that: "Salvadorians do not like to get to confrontations ...
and that's why we tend to go off at a tangent, we don't confront directly ... or the
criticism comes later on." ["AI salvadoreiio no le gusta llegar ala confrontaciOn ... y,

por eso, nos vamos por las ramas, no confrontamos directamente o la critica viene
despues." ] Alejandro added:
... Salvadorian women maybe, would prefer to negotiate less ... and take
a decision and say: "I may leave" ... while one North American woman,
once, looked for a negotiation, and even said: "well, I will stay a while
longer, but I want these terms" ...

[ ... las salvadorefias, quiZJi, preferirian como negociar menos ... y tomar una
decisiOn y decir: "yo quiZJi me voy de aqui" ... mientras que la norteamericana, un
caso, busc6la negociaciOn, e inclusive dijo: "bueno, me quedo un rato mtis, pero
quisiera estos terminos".. .].
Those who agreed that Salvadorians tend to avoid conflicts, also
concurred that a common strategy to avoid major confrontations or to soften
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them was to inject humor into the picture. Within the context of disagreeing,
Carmen stated: "we rather complain, but we don't say so in a forum, or if we
say so, we do it in a humorous way." [ "mejor nos quejamos, pero no lo decimos en

un foro, o silo decimos, los hacemos con humor."] Ernest chimed in by noting that:
.. .I think with handling conflict... the one difference that I see is... a lot of

times when I've been conflict in the Salvadorian communities there's an
emphasis on ... often a jovialness to it ... like ... let's handle it with humor ...
because it could be such a ... it's hying to diffuse the situation... they are
trying to handle the conflict because they don't want to hurt feelings ...
Salvador offered a different perspective. In alignment with his prior
comment that Salvadorians are actually more direct, he stated that they have a
hard time resolving conflicts because they are too opinionated, as follows:
The Salvadorian is opinionated, right? And very strong in his position ...
and so, sometimes it is very hard for them to give up their position ... they
don't try much the politics of negotiation ... and about the give and take ....
and of reaching consensus and all that ... it's very hard for him ... they
tend to clash a lot.

[ El salvadoreiio es opinionated, lVerdad? Y bien fuerte en su posiciOn ... y
entonces, les es muy diffcil a veces, give up su posiciOn ... no trata mucho Ia
politica de negociar... y del give and take .. y de alCJinzar consensos y todo esto ...
le cuesta mucho ... es muy encontronado. ]
Carmen brought in yet another fascinating angle on this view of
Salvadorians as more willing to deal with conflict directly:
(On the East coast of USA), when there was a conflict, you'd sit down,
you'd discuss it, if it was possible you'd cuss at each other, but you'd try
to get a conclusion... and then you'd go have lunch with whom you had
the argument. .. there were no resentments ... On the West coast, there is
no distinction between Anglos and Salvadorians. If you have a political
disagreement with someone, it's already a personal attack.

[(En Ia costa este de EEEUU), cuando habia un conflicto te sentabas, lo discutias,
si es posible te puteabas, pero tratabas de llegar a una conclusi6n ... y luego te ibas
a almorzar con quien habias tenido el desacuerdo ... no habia resentimientos ... En
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Ia costa oeste, no hay distinci6n entre gringos y Salvadoreiios, si tenes un
desacuerdo politico con alguien, ya es un ataque personal! ]

Regarding Caucasian Unitedstatesians, at a first glance several research
participants on both cultural lines reported that they are more prone to address
conflictive issues and will tend to do so in direct ways. Maggie, for instance,
11

shared that: White people in the team are often the ones voicing their opinion
about a conflict ... and more of the White staff, it seemed than Salvadorian staff
that participated a lot ... (pauses) ... there were a few who participated a lot."
When I asked her whether those Salvadorians were in higher positions of
decision-making, she replied affirmatively.
However, when di&ging a little deeper, ~aureen and Ernest stated that
both cultures shared conflict avoidance tendencies, and of a different nature. The
following are Maureen's and Ernest's points of view, respectively:
Most people on both cultures would avoid an out loud conflict.
Salvadorians tend to not confront in a direct fashion ... and not in public ...
But Salvadorians might be more inclined that that was going on in the
hallway ... whereas North Americans would say: 'Ifs not happening' .. .
you know, we don't want to get into that conflict. North Americans ... if
they don't believe it's to the point, and see it as related to 'getting things
done' ... they'll tend to ignore it. .. like 'I'm not gonna invest time in it, it's
not important' ... Anglos are very conflict phobic and when they say they
want to avoid conflict ... ifs that they don't want an uncontrolled
situation.
With US ifs just avoiding handling conflict, altogether ... (emphiltically) ...
. . . everything may be under the surface ... or maybe wide on the open,
you just avoid it ... (chuckles) .... So, that it may further strain that
relationship because you stop talking about it in the open ... It's almost
like, 'if we don't talk about it, there's no conflict' ... and so, by not talking
about it, we are avoiding conflict ... (giggles) ... When in actuality, the
conflict winds up being prolongued (emphatically) if not being made
worse! (chuckles) ...
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Maureen went on further to explain what Caucasian Unitedstatesians are
inclined to do if avoiding dealing with the conflict is simply not feasible.
If North Americans... if something were to get in the formal agenda of the
organization ... they're more likely to be more inclined to be harsher about
it, more polarized, take a formal position about it... maybe hypocritical. ..
and create rules and a very controlled way of going about it.

Other Unitedstatesians pointed out that, in their opinion, the issue of how
conflict was dealt with was more defined by individual styles, power differences
and gender issues. For instance, Gary shared that:
... in my experience ... and this could not have much to do with ... cultural
differences, as much as individual differences ... or the circumstances, that
were the institutions of power and what was going on ... such as power
differences and gender issues ... the women in the organization maybe... I
sensed more reluctance to bring up the heart of the debate ... or to bring
up the issue.. and negotiate it ...
Sarah coincided with the thought that the organizational structure of the
not-for-profit organization would be more responsible than cultural traits for the
way conflicts are dealt with.

Discussion
Compounding the cultural tendencies of Caucasian Unitedstatesians of
directness, of disagreeing more openly and of voicing the problematic issues, it is
easy to understand why they may be more inclined to deal with conflict than
their Salvadorian partners. Moreover, this interpretation also makes much sense
when framed within the notion that Unitedstatesians hold a privileged position
in not-for-profit organizational structures as well as in the surrounding sociopolitical and economic context. As Gary spontaneously shared: " if someone has
a lot more opportunities, you know, they can tell someone to go fly a kite!
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(chuckling)." This would particularly be the case if the individual's notion of self
were to be based on values of independence and self-reliance, and less concerned
about interpersonal ties. Similarly, the interpretation of Salvadorians as being
more indirect in their conversational styles and less inclined to openly disagree
and voice problematic issues, is also sustained by the idea that they tend to be a
conflict avoidant culture. As a matter of fact, the reverse cultural tendencies of
both cultures most likely reinforce each other. This is, the more Unitedstatesians
are direct, open to disagreements, and ready to point out concerns in the
workplace, chances are that Salvadorians will be more indirect, hesitant to
openly disagree (which should not be interpreted as agreeing) and less inclined
to raise problems. This is, stemming from the acknowledgement that
relationships are far from equal, assumed subdominant groups (whether their
subdominant role is real, perceived, or both) most often recur to indirect and
non-confrontational coping strategies to deal with conflicts. In many
circumstances, strategies as such are not only very adaptive, but can also be the
only hope for the survival of those in disadvantaged positions. It is worth noting
that these types of interpersonal dynamics do travel across cultural boundaries.
Children use them, women use them, the disenfranchised use them, and it does
not make any of these groups or the strategies in and of themselves either 'right',
nor 'wrong', just more or less effective depending on the particular
circumstances. On the other hand, it would not be surprising at all that when
confronted with the indirectness of Salvadorians, the Unitedstatesians initial
response would be to become even more direct, in the hope to find more concrete
information.
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A congruent, yet different angle, was shared by Sarah, Will and Gary, who
indicated that the way in which conflicts tend to be resolved is less a matter of
culture, and more a matter of power differences. The implication was that those
in positions of power, either given by their organizational status or by gender,
would show a proclivity to engage in conflict. When probed, Maggie agreed that
those teammates more ready to engage in conflict were in higher organizational
positions. From this point of view, it seems that either Salvadorians or
Unitedstatesians in dominant positions, and particularly men in positions of
power, would more readily engage in conflict. And, if the percepti~n that
Unitedstatesians are almost inherently in a privileged position, regardless of
their organizational status, holds true, it would make sense that, as a cultural
group, they would be more inclined to become active participants in conflictive
situations.
Carmen's different perspective that only Salvadorians living in the East
Coast were fairly open about openly disagreeing and resolving conflicts, whereas
both Salvadorians or Caucasian Unitedstatesians located in the West Coast
would tend to see open disagreement or conflict as a personal affront left me
wondering. On one hand, this dynamic could be the result of living in a region
that is popularly recognized for its 'straight-forward, no-nonsense' type of
attitude common among Bostonians, Washingtonians, and particularly, New
Yorkers. The same thing could be said about the stereotypical (yet, fairly true)
inclination for people in the West Coast, particularly California, towards
pretending acceptance of all views, or more accurately, 'tolerating' others when
in disagreement. Additionally, because when Carmen resided in California, she
had lived longer in the United States, it is possible that she had become more
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perceptive regarding intercultural dynamics and thus, she was able to observe
nuances that she was simply not tuned to earlier on in her acculturation process.
Finally, cultural insiders also expressed a seemingly contradictory interpretation
that stated that conflict avoidance tendencies are also present in the Caucasian
Unitedstatesian culture. I found Maureen's and Emesfs observations on how
both cultural groups resembled each other in this particular trait to be very
insightful. For both of them, the Unitedstatesians' tendency to deny conflicts
seemed to be embedded on the fantasy that conflicts would somewhat disappear
if not acknowledged. While, as Ernest explained, ''in actuality, the conflict winds
up being prolonged ... the relationship further strained, and the conflict may
actually be made worse! (chuckling)." As a matter of fact, it reminded me of
Alejandro's story of 'tolerating' Unitedstatesian co-workers who did not fit in
their work team, and how the Salvadorians would not directly state what
appeared to be the problems, "so that they would not get upset". Even though
he did not state so, maybe Salvadorians also fantasized that the conflict would
somehow vanish, or would be solved on its own. Thus, at least to some degree,
it seems that both cultures may coincide in this particular aspect.
The key difference, however, appears to be that when conflicts are kept
under the surface, their eventual outcome may well be determined by the power
differential. This is, even if the imbalance of power is not recognized by some
team mates, unless the issues are actually addressed chances are that those who
have more decision making power within the organization will get their way. In
fact, Alejandro's anecdote substantiates this observation, since those
Unitedstatesian co-workers were eventually asked to leave the organization.
Even though they were never directly told what the problems were, they were
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simply 'tolerated'. Chances are, however, that far from not getting their feelings
hurt, as the Salvadorians teammates may have intended, it could be assumed
that they were not only upset, but fairly confused.
For Maureen, the propensity to focus on the actual tasks and the need for
having everything under control were the cultural values that fueled the
"conflict phobia", as she called it, in Caucasian Unitedstatesians. Thus, dealing
with conflicts is most likely to be perceived as a waste of time if it is going to take
away from 'getting things done'. On the other hand, if conflicts were perceived
I

as hampering the teams' ability to focus on the task, or as Maureen stated, "the
conflict became official", then a very practical way of resolving it was set
forward. This is, in order to efficiently take care of this roadblock, a very
structured process was created so that 'things would not get out of control'.
Ironically, however, she also indicated that Unitedstatesians might be harsher
about and more inclined to polarize the situation. This interpretation is in
agreement with the concept that communication ought to be direct, which is
often apparently equated with honesty, and with the cultural value of 'having
the right to speak your mind'. The strong need for a structure that intends to
prevent the process from becoming untidy or 'messy' appears to be related to the
tendency of Unitedstatesians to lean on one of the cultural traits in which they
are more salient: pragmatism. However, as any sophisticated mediator or
facilitator would quickly point out, Maureen concluded that all those rules "most
of the times (don't) apply, and won't resolve it because ifs not at that level... ifs
happening between a whole bunch of people." This is, organizational conflicts
tangled up teammates at deeper, more meaningful, yet seriously complicated
level.

1.56

The Ernie and the Etic at Work:
How do these cultural tendencies interact in the workplace?
As mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, only a few research
participants could articulate whether they behaved differently, or they perceived
others behaving differently, when interacting with a co-worker from the 'other'
cultural group. This difficulty may arise for different reasons, which I believe
include, and are probably not limited to, the following four. Firstly, research
participants may' indeed behave exactly the same when communicating with
their cultural insiders and outsiders. Secondly, research participants may simply
not be aware of their behavioral adaptations. Thirdly, they might have refrained
from acknowledging their behavioral changes fearing that such behavior may be
perceived within some morally unflattering light by either myself, those reading
this study, or both. In other words, more or less consciously, they may have
thought that sharing any difference in behavior when interacting with
intercultural co-workers might be interpreted as being inherently negative, and
thus affect their ease when discussing the nuances involved in intercultural
encounters. Unfortunately, this is a common consequence of 'political
correctness', which has deeply impacted the Peace and Justice movement in the
United States, and particularly California. For instance, when addressing
'diversity' or intercultural matters within the United States, it is not unusual for
the value of "we should all treat each other equally'' to transpire in such
dialogues. Fourthly, it may be the result of any peculiar combination of some or
all of the above.
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As the reader might have gathered, this study does not endorse the belief
that "all people should be treated equally". This is the case because, as it has
been explored, people happen to vary immensely, particularly across cultures.
Thus, at best, being "treated the same" may well not allow for individuals to
understand each other and, at worst, may tum out to be a perfect recipe for
intercultural disaster. Moreover, adapting one's behavior may be more a sign of
respect and acceptance (rather than mere tolerance) for our interlocutor's cultural
differences. These commendable intercultural adaptations, referred to in the
socio-linguistic literature as convergence, could range from slowing our speech
while talking with someone from a different culture than our own, to paying
more careful attention to the nuances surrounding the conversation, to talking in
the language of our interlocutors, or to accepting that profanity may be sociallyacceptable behavior in some settings, among other ways of adaptation. At the
same time, in other circumstances, converging towards our intercultural partner
may not only be inappropriate, but more so, offensive. As Alejandro stated,
when interacting with a co-worker who is gradually learning Spanish, it would
be inappropriate for him to code-switch into English when his interlocutor is
struggling with the language. Not only would it hinder his co-worker's learning
opportunities, but it may also fuel feelings of inadequacy common to most
second language learners. Furthermore, sometimes not adapting to the customs
of our intercultural partners may well tum out to be key to preserving sound and
respectful intercultural relationships. For instance, even though focusing on
individual accountability may be somewhat tapered down within not-for-profit
organizations, it remains deeply rooted among Caucasian Unitedstatesian team
members. It is not coincidental, thus, that those raising the issue of competence
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in the workplace were all Unitedstatesians. The researcher believes that for
Salvadorians to converge towards this individual focus may not benefit the team
as a whole, particularly since among Salvadorians there tends to be an
"acknowledgment that every one needs to be brought up to speed", as Maureen
indicated. Equally, the story of Unitedstatesians losing their job as a result of
them 'not fitting in' while they were never directly told what the problems were
in order 'not hurt their feelings', may well call for some convergence on the part
of Salvadorians. Therefore, "when in Rome, do as Romans" may work at times,
but may not be the best intercultural strategy at others, particularly when
endorsing values of Peace with Justice. In sum, the complexity and richness of
intercultural communication dynamics require a much deeper understanding in
order to assess the most suitable communicative manners that each situation
begs for. Therefore, converging or diverging our behavior when interacting
with co-workers from a different culture than our own can only be assessed as
either 'good' or 'bad' strategies within the particular context of those
intercultural encounters.
Having said that, it is understandable that people would tend to feel more
'at home' among their cultural peers, as several of them explicitly indicated. For
Will and Gary, there was more frankness between Unitedstatesians and
Salvadorians when not in a culturally mixed group. As a matter of fact, the
organization Will worked at would stratefjcally exclude Unitedstatesians in
certain meetings, due to this dynamic. Even though Maria is fully bilingual, she
shared that she would not feel comfortable expressing disagreement, particularly
within a group of Unitedstatesians. Karlos indicated that among Latinos (not
restricting his comment to Salvadorians), people tend to be a lot looser within the
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same cultural group. Finally, Maureen stated that it was safer to be open within
a group of cultural insiders, particularly when complaining about cultural
outsiders. In fact, it is very likely that Salvadorians would completely agree with
Maureen in theory as well as in practice!
For all of the above, it should not be surprising that within their own
cultural group, Salvadorians and Unitedstatesians behave in one way and when
interacting with their intercultural counterparts, they behave differently, in some
way or another. Therefore, it is likely that the ernie and etic dimensions are both
at play in most, if not all, the realms already discussed.

Summnry

This chapter presented and analyzed culturally based communication
patterns between Caucasian Unitedstatesians and Salvadorians. Cultural
differences were conceived as tendencies or expressions along continuums,
rather than absolutes. Thus, this study purposefully looked for comparison
between both cultures from the perspective of both cultural insiders and
outsiders. Although the twelve research participants virtually had similar
perceptions regarding culturally based communication patterns on several
realms, there was no single realm in which everyone concurred. This is not
surprising, particularly when understanding that culture is not only in
permanent flux, but that the bicultural nature of international not-for-profit
organizations increases opportunities for cultural cross-fertilization.
Understanding that there was no consensus on any realm, Table XII synthesizes
in broad strokes, the portrayals of Caucasian Unitedstatesians and Salvadorians
on all explored communicational realms.

Figure Xll
Graphic Synthesis of Cultural Tendencies
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A closer look at each of these realms showed some of the intricacies of
these communicational patterns, as well as made sense of the seemingly
contradictory perceptions. Finally, focused attention was given to the ernie and
etic dimensions.
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CHAPTERV
IMPLICATIONS, CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

"The curious paradox is that
when I accept myself just as I am,
then I can change"
Carl Rogers

Introduction
This chapter will address the interpersonal and organizational implications
of this study's research findings. It will analyze the emerging themes within the
context of not-for-profit organizational culture or cultures.
As indicated on Chapter N, the perceived cultural tendencies were
explored from an epistemological framework that purposefully seeks the
potential complementary qualities of differences and that understands that even
two seemingly contradictory perceptions can actually both be equality valid, and
contribute to the same whole. Lastly, it assumed that cultures are fluid, and
intentionally or not, influence each other, particularly within the bilingual and
bicultural work environments in which international not-for-profit organizations
tend to operate.
Several themes emerged from the dialogues with the research participants
that can be interpreted as core dynamics within most not-for-profit
organizations. They exemplify the two complementary sides of the same issues,
namely:
• The individualism and collectivism continuum,
• The task or relationship orientation continuum,
• The conflict management or conflict avoidance continuum, and
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• The power dynamics of intercultural relations within an uneven
playing world.

Because of the dialectical nature of communication and culture, all the
explored intercultural realms are intrinsically related to all four emerging themes.
In other words, the culturally based assumptions regarding what constitutes
communication, how direct or indirect cultures tend to be, the communicational
patterns around asking or offering help, and how conflict is perceived and
handled are all related in one way or another to the four emerging themes. Or as
Chilean sociologist Manfred Max Nee£ 's popularly known phrase stated:
"everything has to do with everything'' and nothing develops in the vacuum.
However, for the sake of clarity, the researcher has chosen to analyze the realms
that appear as more directly related to the emerging themes, as Figure XI shows
on page 164. As the reader will gather, the emerging theme of "power dynamics
of intercultural relations within an uneven playing world" will not be analyzed
as a separate theme, but rather as an inherent component of each of the prior
emerging themes.
Lastly, the third concentric circle, or "Geo-political and Economic
Context," will be presented as an explicit acknowledgment that interpersonal
and organizational dynamics of any kind are directly impacted by the larger
context. Since exploring the macro-context goes beyond the scope of this study,
it will be described in broad strokes and the need for further research on this
matter will be suggested.

Figure XIII: Holographic Synthesis of Research Findings Implications on Work
Team Dynamics
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The Individualism and Collectivism Continuum
Most likely, the fact that Caucasian Unitedstatesians came through as
much stronger in their individualism than their Salvadorian counterparts will be
the least surprising of the research findings. After all, the United States prides
itself on its individualism and, according to Hofstede's (2001) acclaimed
research, it ranks as number one in individualism among 50 countries all over
the globe, whereas El Salvador ranks as number 42. However, not-for-profit
organizations involved in Peace and Justice matters, at least in their rhetoric, are
well known for frowning on individualism, since it is frequently e~uated with
selfishness. Perhaps, the fact that the Peace and Justice world is heavily
dominated by women may also play an important role in the discouragement of
individualism. This is, women tend to develop their sense of self more as a result
of their relationships than of individual accomplishments (Gilligan, 1982,
Tannen, 1994, 1990, 1986); thus, it is possible that gender-based interpersonal
dynamics may also account for the discouragement of individualism in the notfor-profit work environment. Moreover, within the United States, Peace and
Justice organizations see and pride themselves as belonging to a counter-culture.
Therefore, the particular nuances of how individualism plays out in these
workplace environments were of particular interest to this study.
It may also be worth remembering that the United States was founded on

principles of individualism, which were revolutionary in nature in the eighteenth
century. This country was built on the principle that society was to be founded on
the individuals' opportunities to get ahead on their own initiative and become
respectable citizens (Bellah et al., 1985). Even though in actuality Jlequality and
justice for all" meant Jlequality and justice for a few Caucasian heterosexual
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men" in those times, it provided a distinctive new world view from the feudal or
semi-feudal realities of the old continent. In fact, it could also be argued that
many of the counter-cultures of the not-for-profit world at the epicenter of
capitalism are indeed grounded on the self-reliance spirit found in
Unitedstatesian individualism. However, attempting to counter-act some of the
dissociated or dualist thinking also common to the not-for-profit world, let's
examine how individualist and collectivist tendencies appear to interact from the
perspective of the research participants.
Communication in the workplace is embedded in widely different values
for Caucasian Unitedstatesians and their Salvadorian peers. The former place
their emphasis on the qualities of the message. For instance, several cultural
insiders expressed a need for communication to be direct and clear, and perhaps
implicitly defined these qualities as one and the same. Additionally, honesty
was associated with directness and clarity. Therefore, it appeared that the need
or intention is for the communication to be efficient, placing the responsibility on
the messenger and hinting on the independence of interlocutors. As mentioned
above, considering the Caucasian Unitedstatesians' strong inclination towards
individuality, this finding may not surprise anyone.
In contrast, Salvadorians responses leaned heavily on the interpersonal

dynamic: the convivencia or act of being together, such as in visiting each other,
conversing over a cup of coffee, or keeping up to date with personal and familial
matters of the interlocutors. Thus, the focus is on the interdependence or
dependence of those communicating, and less on the pragmatic aspect of it.
Once again, this does not imply that Unitedstatesians do not care for
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interpersonal matters, or that Salvadorians are inattentive on whether messages
are being conveyed or not, but points to where the emphasis seems to be placed.
In fact, the Unitedstatesians' tendency to ask for help (specially among the
women) and the Salvadorians' tendency to refrain from asking for help
(particularly among the men) seem to compound this interpretation. For the
former cultural group, the focus is on the individual (their needs and their
initiative to fulfill them), and for the latter group, the focus is on the community
(everyone's needs and everyone's ability to perceive and fulfill them).
I

Embedded in the uneven playing world that all organizations operate in,
the different motivations of those engaging in not-for-profit organizations may
well add to the individualism/ collectivism continuum. As only cultural insiders
explicitly stated and cultural outsiders hinted at, for Unitedstatesians becoming
involved in the Solidarity Movement with El Salvador is one of many options
they may choose, and which they are clearly free to stay or leave as they please.
In fact, it appears to be one avenue, among many others, for self-fulfillment or
self-development. Therefore, by and large, their commitment with the Solidarity
Movement with El Salvador is understandably transitory regardless of how
heartfelt it may be at any particular point in time. On the other hand, whether
they are residing in El Salvador or in the United States, and whether they can
afford to work for 'the Solidarity Movemenf or not, Salvadorians' engagement in
the betterment of their country and people naturally hits closer to the heart of
their identity. Although the purpose of this engagement may well include
personal self-fulfillment or self-development motivations, it is rooted in the
community that they belong to and identify with, rather than being an individual
choice among others. Once again, no value judgment is necessary or even
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appropriate regarding either of these differing realities, yet their
acknowledgment is central to understanding some of the consequent power
dynamics behind the intercultural exchanges that take place in not-for-profit
organizations, such as Las Vecinas.

Implications for Work Team Dynamics
When work team dynamics are smooth (whether this 'smoothness' is
perceived, real, or both), it is possible that the team may find ways to reap 'the
best of each other'. In other words, that in the interplay between both cultures
they may organically find ways to benefit from the forward thinking and
pragmatism rooted in Unitedstatesian individualism as well as the communityfocus and thoughtfulness for others that characterize Salvadorian collectivism.
The critical ingredient, however, is that members of both cultures see their
differences as complementary, and act accordingly.
However, in the hectic work team dynamics that most typically
characterize the not-for-profit workplace, it is more likely that differences are
occasionally (and perhaps, fairly frequently) perceived as shortcomings. For
instance, if Unitedstatesians' directness and tendency to ask for help when
needed is perceived by their Salvadorian counterparts as rudeness or as driven
by personal interest, chances are that their potential contributions will be missed
or hindered. Similarly, if Salvadorians' inclination to be indirect and their
hesitance to ask for help is perceived by their Unitedstatesian counterparts as
signs of dishonesty or incompetence, chances are that their potential
contributions will not be tapped on or will be diminished. Of course, this is not
to discard that rudeness, selfishness, dishonesty, or incompetence may exist in
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any given moment and among members of either of the cultures at hand. The
point is to raise the potential for teammates to (mis)interpret the intercultural
partners within assumptions based on their own cultural framework. In order to
prevent this from happening, though, it is critical that teammates on both
cultural lines attempt to perceive reality from their intercultural peers point of
view (the ernie), in contrast to how they may validly be inclined to see them (the
etic). The challenge, of course, is to know our interlocutors well enough to be
able to 'peek at the world' from their cultural lenses, and the trust to be able to
dialogue about those different worldviews in a non-dualistic manner.

The Task or Relationship Orientation Continuum
Only Gary and Maureen explicitly made reference to the task-orientation
of Caucasian Unitedstatesians. However, several accounts substantiated a
definite inclination towards 'getting things done' on the part of Unitedstatesians,
in comparison to the 'being together' or convivenciJl on the Salvadorians' part.
Once again, this is not to suggest that Unitedstatesians are not concerned about
relationships, or that Salvadorians disregard the accomplishment of tasks.
As explored on Chapter N, it appears that the indirectness characteristic
of Salvadorians is rooted in a heightened awareness of the power differentials
that exist in every day life interactions, whether at work or not. Indirectness
then may be an adaptive mechanism or approach used by those who perceive
themselves in subdominant roles (whether this perception is real, perceived, or
both) more than a mere cultural trait. This premise makes sense if we consider
that according to Hofstede's (2001) research, El Salvador ranks 18th in its power
distance as defined on this study's Literature Review, whereas the United States
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ranks as number 38th. This is, "power distance is the measure of the
interpersonal power or influence between [ two people in a
dominant/ subdominant relationship] as perceived by the less powerful of the
two" (Hofstede, 2001, p. 83). Thus, if this association between indirectness and
cultures higher on power distance holds true, it is understandable that as a
whole, Salvadorians would lean more towards indirectness in this particular
continuum than their Unitedstatesian counterparts. Particularly Salvadorians
who are or perceive themselves as in subdominant positions would be more
aware of the power differential and thus, focus on the interpersonal dynamics in
the workplace. For instance, a receptionist working a in not-for-profit in El
Salvador is bound to be more aware of power differential in the workplace and
thus, be more inclined to be concerned with the relational aspects (shown, for
example, in indirectness, or hesitance to disagree) than a Salvadorian Executive
Director. In contrast, since Unitedstatesians ranks much lower in the power
distance realm, those who either are or perceive themselves as in dominant
positions may not need to pay such attention to the power differential involved
in workplace interpersonal dynamics, and thus prioritize tasks over
relationships. Following the same illustrative example, an Unitedstatesian
working in a not-for-profit organization within the United States is likely to be
less aware of power differential among teammates, and thus be bound to focus
on the task-related issues, and less on the power-based interpersonal dynamics.
Of course, this would be more the case if such Unitedstatesian happens to be the
Executive Director, rather than a receptionist within such an organization, or a
man, or a Caucasian, rather than an ethnic minority. As mentioned above, this is
not to imply that Unitedstatesians are oblivious to power dynamics or that
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Salvadorians are not concerned about accomplishing tasks. Perhaps more
importantly, neither does it suggest that focusing on tasks ensures better results,
or that focusing on the power-focused interpersonal dynamics ensures better
relationships. Considering just how both relationships and task are so
interrelated in the workplace, it is almost a truism that a sound balance may only
ensure positive outcomes on both relationships and task accomplishment.
However, this does highlight the direction within the continuum that both
cultures tend to lean on, and allows for an initial exploration of the values
underlying such inclinations.
Furthermore, these interpersonal dynamics offset by power distance may
indeed be exacerbated when both cultural groups interact. Even in the
progressive not-for-profit counter-culture environments, Salvadorians depend on
their Unitedstatesian partners not only for funds, but also for the insider's
knowledge on how to navigate within the Solidarity Movement in the United
States. Therefore, whether teammates are more or less aware of it, the
organization's socio-political context directly impacts the intercultural dynamics
within the workplace, particularly when power differential is as high as the one
between Unitedstatesians and Salvadorians. Elaborating on the prior example, a
Unitedstatesian working in El Salvador (even a volunteer, and more so an
Executive Director) is prone to be more direct, openly disagree, and provide
negative feedback than any Salvadorian counterpart (and particularly, a
receptionist). This may be due to the fact that Unitedstatesians are less
concerned about power distance, Salvadorians are more concerned with it, and
Salvadorians do need Unitedstatesians to continue their development work in El
Salvador. As Will put it, and two other Unitedstatesian participants concurred,
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"North Americans are often associated with cash". Likewise, regardless of their
organizational position, Salvadorians working in a not-for-profit organization
within the United States are more likely to be indirect, less inclined to express
disagreement and refrain from providing negative feedback than their
Unitedstatesian counterparts (and particularly, if Unitedstatesians happen to be a
funding source, for instance). Of course, it is no accident that Salvadorians are
more concerned about power distance, that Unitedstatesians are less so and that
Salvadorians are associated with being the ones in need, and very unlikely to be
associated with funds and its resulting power.
All of this, of course, recognizing that these general tendencies are in flux,
particularly because the solidarity movement and not-for-profit organizations
are counter-cultural in nature; this being a quality of which such groups pride
themselves of. Therefore, some Salvadorians who have been extensively
involved in the political movement may have stepped out from their traditional
norms, and become more direct, ready to express disagreements openly, and
share negative feedback with teammates. Furthermore, they may have begun to
understand their Unitedstatesian co-workers within their own cultural
parameters. Similarly, (even though as discussed, not equally) through their
engagement in the political movement, some Unitedstatesians may have become
less vocal and more in tune to listening and observing their Salvadorian
teammates. Or, more ambitiously, they may have raised their awareness
regarding these issues and might have begun to understand their indirectness
and their hesitance to disagree or to provide negative feedback of their
Salvadorian teammates.
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Implications for Work Team Dynamics
Ideally, the different cultural tendencies within the task or relationship
focus continuum could complement each other in the workplace if they were
able to find a way to balance each other out. As organizational development
literature recurrently states, tasks cannot be accomplished in the workplace
without sound relationships, and relationships are not sustainable if the work
group is lacking in performance (Doyle & Strauss, 1976; Kantor, 1983; Heifetz,
1994). However, it seems that at least two important challenges need to be
',

overcome if the well functioning and well-being of not-for-profit work teams
involving Salvadorians and Caucasian Unitedstatesians are to be achieved. The
first

~haUel\ge

having to do on just how individuals along both cultural lines live

their intercultural peers' differences in the realms of direct/ indirectness,
expressing disagreement, and providing feedback. If either ethnic group tends
to interpret these differences only considering their own cultural expectations
(which, understandably, tends to be the case) misunderstandings are naturally
bound to happen.
As explored in the Literature Review, intercultural misunderstandings are
interpretations that distort the content or intent of communication. They stem
from people not meeting their interlocutor's cultural expectations of how to
communicate and thus, the human tendency to place value judgment on their
intercultural peers communicative behaviors as if they actually were cultural

insiders. For instance, if we accept the observation that Salvadorians do not
express disagreement, or only do so indirectly and frequently by infusing humor
into the scene because disagreeing openly is understood to be disrespectful of
other people's feelings, it would be understandable for them to interpret the
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Unitedstatesians' straight-forwardness as rude or inconsiderate. However, this
perception would be distorting the actual intent of most Unitedstatesians, for
whom directness is a culturally based communicational style and seen as a key
ingredient in making communication clear. Similarly, if Unitedstatesians were to
interpret Salvadorians' inclination towards indirectness within their own cultural
expectations of what constitutes good communication, it would be
understandable if they perceived Salvadorians as being unclear, or unconcerned
about accomplishing tasks. Once again, the responsibility of the
communication's effectiveness is placed on the messenger, not on the actual
interaction, nor on the relationship. Thus, from that outsider's standpoint,
£Q!J1P.1Unicationwou14_ inEee~~eunclear, unless Unitedstatesians were able to read
their Salvadorian teammates between their cultural or personal lines. It is worth
noting that this is very difficult to accomplish, since Salvadorians themselves do
report to not always be able to do so among themselves! Similarly,
misunderstandings can easily emerge on the Salvadorian side. For instance, it is
possible that the Unitedstatesians' task-orientedness is interpreted by
Salvadorians as utilitarian, and not caring for the relational aspects involved in
any task. Likewise, it would not be surprising if Salvadorians' focus on the
relational aspects of work is perceived as neglecting the task, or as a sign of
incompetence by their Unitedstatesian counterparts. This interpretation holds
ground, particularly if considering Maureen's observation that among
Unitedstatesians .,what counts are the results, not efforts".
If individuals or organizations have not been exposed to the 'other'

cultural group, most likely these (mis)interpretations will occur, and naturally so.
However, even for those teammates who may have been extensively and
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intensively exposed to their intercultural partners, it is still possible for someone
to inadvertently perceive their teammates as if they shared their own cultural
values, and thus, become disappointed when they do not meet their own
culturally based expectations. These kinds of intercultural dynamics are
particularly bound to occur when the team is weathering a stormy period, when
generally, 'leaving aside' the cultural comfort zone tends to be an even tougher
endeavor. This is, and for the argumenfs sake, imagining that was even possible
in the first place.
As a matter of fact, setting aside our cultural lenses is not onl~ humanly
impossible, nor should it be desirable (Geertz, 1973; Hall, 1976; Hofstede, 2001;
Kitayama & Marcus, 1991; Stewart, 1983). What is possible, and highly
desirable, is to use our own cultural (and personal) lenses to attempt to capture
differing ways to see and be in the world. This requires, however, the
willingness and ability to self-reflect (as individuals as well as work groups) in
ways that are literally foreign to most people, and certainly most cultures.
Perhaps more critical is that it also necessitates a time and place in which it is

truly safe to reflect and hold a dialogue about such delicate matters, since they are
so linked to the individual as well as the collective identity. It is no accident,
then, that almost all research participants simply could not comment on all
communicational realms. As in using language, one can be ve:ry articulate, yet
not necessarily have paid attention to, or much less understand, some of the
patterns that govern it. However, there is no better place to understand our own
culturally based work-related assumptions than when we need to work side by
side with individuals who abide by different expectations.
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The Conflict Avoidance or Conflict Management Continuum
This study found a virtual agreement that when compared to each other,
Caucasian Unitedstatesians are more prone to raise and address conflictive
situations than Salvadorians. The Unitedstatesians' cultural inclination towards
directness in speech and disagreeing, appears to be compounded with (if not
rooted in) their political-economic privileges. These different tendencies, in
addition to the intercultural nuances involved in thanking and apologizing,
yield fascinatingly complex workplace scenarios.
On one hand, it became clear that thanking was socially favored by both

cultures. However, an emergent theme signaled by cultural insiders as well as
outsiders was of a lower emphasis on thanking on the part of Unitedstatesians
and yet, when doing so, appearing as more pompous, somehow managing to
bring attention back unto themselves. In contrast, Salvadorians were seen as
placing a higher emphasis on thanking; yet, seemed to do so in lower-key
fashions, and on one-on-one interactions as well as in public settings.
Perhaps because it may also require an individual propensity for selfreflection and a safe work environment, apologizing was by far the most
controversial of all communicational realms. Research participants were clearly
divided in their perceptions of how would both cultures compare to each other
in the apologizing continuum. However, what may impact work team dynamics
the most may be the organizational interpretation of apologies. H, for instance,
within a faith-based or a less competitive work environment apologizing is
associated with being a noble person, then it would not be surprising if there is
more of it. H, on the other hand, within more militant and competitive work
environments apologizing is seen as a sign of weakness or lack of commitment to
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la lucha, chances are that teammates will be more hesitant to do so, regardless of

the cultural background of those who may be in need to apologize.
As explored on Chapter N, the most critical challenge faced by
intercultural work teams who enjoy varying degrees of biculturality is finding
suitable ways of resolving conflicts, particularly if the perception and conflict
resolution styles differ dramatically!

Implications for Work Team Dynamics
As explored in more detail on Chapter N, due to the Salvad~>rians'
inclination not to address problematic matters in direct fashions, it is not
. --~~-:r:p~ing that cultural insiders as well as outsiders perceived Unitedstatesians
as those who do so. Therefore, it is likely that issues are not addressed until they
escalate beyond the comfort level of the Unitedstatesians who, in turn, are left
with the unpopular and frequently unpleasant role of raising problems in the
workplace. Other consequences of this dynamic is that conflicts brought to an
explicit negotiating table are only those perceived, acknowledged, and framed by
Unitedstatesians. And, as any other group, Unitedstatesians are naturally bound
to have their own blind spots, not only in identifying concerns, but also in
knowing how to go about them. This is not to say, of course, that Salvadorians
may not find indirect or subvert ways of 'resolving' differences, and most likely
excluding their Unitedstatesian counterparts.
Due to the Unitedstatesians' individualist inclination and strong
pragmatic trait, it is not surprising that as Maureen pointed out they tend to
create structures and rules to manage conflicts, as if these somehow were yet
another project that lived outside of themselves. As a matter of fact, among
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cultural insiders (and perhaps, particularly for men), a structured and ruleoriented conflict resolution strategy may well be a suitable strategy for resolving
conflicts in the workplace. This may be clearly the case when most
Unitedstatesians have little or nothing to lose if they were to stand up and leave
the organization. Or, as Gary put it with refreshing bluntness: "when somebody
has a lot more opportunities ... you know, they can go and tell someone to go fly
a kite, you know! (chuckles)." However, particularly for relationally or
collectively focused cultures, such as the Salvadorian culture, restoring the
relationship or the repercussions that any conflict may have caused in the
1

community may be far more important than fixing problems'.
International not-for-profit organizations, such as Las Vecinas, are fertile
environments for exploring the genuinely collegial and mutually respectful
intercultural relationships required for the development of a just world order.
Building on its mission to restore Salvadorian war-tom communities while
raising awareness among the peoples of both countries regarding the structural
conditions that cause poverty and induce war, Las Vecinas appears as an ideal
organizational platform for exploring and developing intercultural conflict
resolution approaches. Paradoxically, the fact that these types of international
organizations navigate in such an uneven playing world make such endeavors
only harder to accomplish. At the same time, it is this very unevenness between
the different players in our world that indeed makes its accomplishment so
necessary. As many visionaries in our planefs history have repeatedly proven, it
is those so-called 'soft skills', which are so harder to develop, that actually make
the difference in the improvement of humankind.
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Conclusions
On 'Reaping the Best of Both Worlds'
Many progressive international not-for-profit organizations around the
globe explicitly endorse social development with Justice and dignity, and Las
Vecinas is no exception. The kind of international cooperation in which these
organizations typically engage involve peoples at a grassroots level from two
countries with dramatic differences in economic and political power. Thus,
naturally, their organizational missions are focused on supporting
developmental work directly benefiting the most materially vulnerable
population. However, whether intentionally or not, peoples from both worlds
influence each other. Therefore, finding ways of 'reaping the best of both
worlds' (or rather 'all worlds') involved clearly appears as a desirable goal. The
fashion in which that takes place is, perhaps, the most delicate and complex
endeavor these international organizations affront on a daiJy basis. The
following are the researcher's thoughts on some critical elements that play
determining roles on the actual success of these organizations in their
achievement of a workplace that is just and dignified for all of those involved.
The very first element and, perhaps, the most evident to the reader is the
need for all organizational members (i.e., volunteers, line staff, management
team, board of directors and all of those participating in the organization's
activities) to understand and accept the validity of 'the other' 6 groups' cultural
lenses. This is, to consciously acknowledge that their intercultural counterparts'
ways of seeing and being in the world are not only different, but also hold their
6

Recognizing that in a much deeper sense 'the other' is not as separate as humans perceive them to be as
they go about their daily lives.
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own partial truth on what it means to communicate and relate in the workplace.
For instance, the Salvadorians' tendency not to ask for help appears to make
plenty of sense when their strong inclination to pay attention and attend to their
teammates needs, and their expectation that their teammates act in a similar way,
is taken into account. Likewise, even while remembering the contextual power
dynamics already explored, the Caucasian Unitedstatesians' propensity to
directly ask for help, and not offer as much as their Salvadorian counterparts, is
dearly understandable within the value of self-reliance. At the same time, this
premise inherently implies that the ways our own culture tends to view and be in
the world are equally partial truths, and make sense within our own cultural
parameters.
Accepting what is valid of our interlocutor's cultural values does not
mean agreeing with them or endorsing them, yet it is essential to creating
mutually dignified relationships. For instance, Unitedstatesians' tendency to be
more direct in their communication style is fairly understandable within their
task-oriented inclination. Yet, this does not mean that being direct is somehow
the 'right' way to communicate in the workplace. In fact, being more direct and
task-oriented does not necessarily translate in being more effective or efficient.
Similarly, Salvadorians' propensity towards more indirect fashions of
communicating makes sense when considering their relationship-focus and their
heightened awareness regarding power dynamics, or the higher levels of power
distance embedded in their culture. Yet, this is not to imply that indirect
communication styles are necessarily more appropriate in the not-for-profit
workplace. Moreover, being relationship-focused and attentive to power
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differential does not necessarily result in better relationships or improved power
dynamics. This is, accepting the validity of our interlocutors' cultural ways
should not result in any value judgment on whether either style is better or
worse. The point is that simply understanding those differences within their awn

cultural framework is bound to prepare the ground for 'reaping the best of both
worlds'.

The Permanent Flux of Cultures and Counter-cultures
One critical element to the study of any culture (and perhaps, more so
when studying sub-cultures which see themselves as 'counter-cultures' and
involve two or more cultures) is that they are permanently in flux. For instance,
not-for-profit international organizations, such as Las Vecinas, defy traditional
power dynamics that are perceived as undignified. Therefore, hierarchical
decision-making, and non-inclusive and male-oriented organizational practices
are replaced with more horizontal decision-making processes and more inclusive
and more gender-balanced organizational practices. However, in the midst of
this transition to new and improved ways of working together, organizations
and individuals are naturally at different levels of development. Moreover,
organizations and individuals bring different prior working experiences and
beliefs that shape their assumptions on just haw to reinvent deeply engrained
organizational practices. In other words, these on-going changes hopefully
leading to genuine organizational transformations yield varying degrees of
cultural reinvention, not mere changes. And since even those recreating
alternative organizational structures have been raised and are embedded in those
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same traditional norms that they intend to transform, it is not surprising that
both, organizations and individuals, suffer from many internal contradictions.
An example of the observation made above may be the fact that
individualism tends to be frowned upon in not-for-profit organizations and yet it
is not unusual for staff to focus on individuals when things go wrong, at the
expense of systemic thinking. Similarly, organizations earnestly dedicated to the
creation of a 'new world' frequently confront difficulties while reinventing ways
of working and relating that would provide a dignified role for all women.
Therefore, it is not unusual for men and women who explicitly endorse genderbalanced workplaces to encounter impasses while intending to communicate and
relate in respectful ways with their female teammates. Or, even though a
dignified life for all is clearly a common value among these kinds of
organizations, it.is not unusual that their salaries do not allow their employees to
enjoy such a life and thus, systemically exclude people who literally cannot
afford to work for them. 7 However, in spite of these common dynamics, it is
important to remember that any meaningful growing process is sowed in
contradictions. Social transformation is probably one of the fields richer in
contradictions, especially if involving such contrasting cultural backgrounds and
socio-economic realities as those present at Las Vecinas.
As organizational systems are in permanent flux, so are the individuals

that work within them. Thus, intentionally or not, consciously or not, cultural
7

In fact, as shared by Alejandro, this is the main reason why Salvadorian men, in particular, are
almost not represented in the landscape of these types of organizations in the United States, since
they are, or are expected to be, the main breadwinners in the family unit. Not surprisingly,
though, Salvadorian men do represent a higher percentage of the workforce in international notfor-profit organizations in El Salvador. This is the case because their wages and professional
opportunities are more aligned with the Salvadorian "canasta familiar' or family needs allowing
for a self-sufficient existence.
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cross-fertilization is bound to happen. Salvador, for example, passionately
shared that with regards to the use of time, he was "agringado" (turned gringo)
since he believed punctuality was essential to an efficient work team. On the
other hand, Maureen shared that she learned a lot about "principled
disagreemenf' within the solidarity movement, which she clearly preferred to
the conflict avoidant or managerial ways of Unitedstatesians. Salvador and
Maureen were very aware of such own intercultural transformations. On the
other hand, Karlos mentioned that he truly disliked attending a meeting where
there was no clear agenda. Since, as it has been explored, Salvadorians tend to be
more "relajados" (relaxed, loose) or informal, the researcher asked him whether it
could be due to his bicultural identity. However, he seemed not to have thought
about it, and was uncertain of the answer. Of course, his need for a clear agenda
could be the result of a personal trait or any other reason aside from his
biculturality. Yet, it also illustrates how individuals who deal with two or more
cultures on a regular basis can often adopt ways of being and communicating
that are not typical of their culture of origin, and not necessarily be aware of it.

The Development of Alternative Intercultural Organizations
Because of all of the above, it is understandable why creating genuinely
alternative intercultural organizations is indeed an arduous and complex
process. One essential strategy in these kinds of processes is the development of
organizational structures and practices that allow for communication and
decision-making (including conflict resolution) to be truly inclusive. lf
collectively designed, these systems are not hard to develop and maintain up to
date with the varying realities faced by organizations on a regular basis.
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Implementing them, however, often proves to be a much tougher endeavor.
Perhaps, this is the case because new mindsets are also required, the ones that only
genuine dialogue and personal reflection can reinvent. Time, wholehearted
patience, enthusiastic curiosity and a refreshing sense of humor are often pivotal
for individuals and organizations to stay on these kinds of journeys since they
can, at times, be emotionally draining.
Genuine dialogue must be rooted, however, in a heightened awareness
that alternative organizations are not even playing fields since they operate in
dramatically uneven playing worlds. Thus, the points of view and actions of all
teammates need to be understood from their position within the power
constellation in society at large. This is not to suggest that individuals are merely
at the mercy of the socio-economic and political circumstances that surround
them, but to highlight that no individual is born, raised or develops as a human
being in a sociological vacuum.
Additionally, genuine dialogue necessitates alternatives to the dualist
thinking that often permeates not-for-profit cultures. As Deborah Tannen
explores in her 1998 publication "The Argument Culture: Moving from Debate to
Dialogue," Unitedstatesian society, among other Western cultures, is clearly
embedded in dualist thinking or what she calls "the argument culture."

11

At the

11

heart of the argument culture," she explained, is our habit of seeing issues and
ideas as absolute and irreconcilable principles" (1998, p.284). Not surprisingly,
dissociated thinking emerged in many of the dialogues with the research
participants who, directly or indirectly, expressed that one culture was either
better or worse that the other regarding some specific aspect.
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One consequence of dualist or dissociated thinking, however, is that it
hinders deeper conversations - the kind useful at untangling intercultural
misunderstandings or communication impasses. Paradoxical or on-dualist
thinking, in contrast, seeks for the potential complementary elements in apparent
opposites, and all seemingly contradictory views as contributing to the same
whole. This mindset may allow for deeper reflection and dialogues between the
different members of intercultural work teams dedicated to the reinvention of
power dynamics and relationships in the not-for-profit workplace. Moreover, it
may nurture among team members the essential trust indispensable fbr authenticity
to develop, yet another so-called 'soff issue that is so hard to accomplish in most
human relationships.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

Emergent Questions
In alignment with the epistemological and ontological framework that

reality as well as 'truth' can only be captured partially, the findings of the present
study provide a landscape of partial answers to the research questions. It is the
researcher's hope that this study can be used to deepen further partial
understandings, and continue to raise new and, hopefully, deeper questions.
Focusing on the ernie and etic dimensions, the following are some of those new
questions that this inquiry has brought up for her.
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Communication and Its Socio-political Context
Through the twelve dialogues with the research participants, it is apparent
that Salvadorian culture is higher on power distance than Unitedstatesian as
researched by Hofstede (2001) and described in this study's Literature Review.
It seems that Salvadorians are more acutely aware of power differential within
the workplace, thus affecting their ways of conversing and relating within work
groups. Assuming that power distance is prevalent among Salvadorians in
international not-for-profits, it would be interesting to see whether power
distance varies in any way when interacting with Unitedstatesians; and if so,
how and why. Portions of the present study suggest that indeed this is the case,
yet further research is warranted.

Regarding the Direct I Indirect Realm
Sarah hinted that Caucasian Unitedstatesians tend to be fairly direct in their
conversational style, especially when they do not understand the intricacies
particular to a cultural scenario, such as those in El Salvador, or among
Salvadorians. She further stated that Unitedstatesians can be indirect if they do
manage those intricacies. Therefore, it is possible that Caucasian
Unitedstatesians, among themselves, may occasionally be indirect if, according
to their assumptions, indirectness is warranted. Thus, if this premise holds true,
it would be interesting to explore what such assumptions or conditions would
argue for indirect communication styles on the part of Unitedstatesians. Lastly,
it would be interesting to check whether the researcher's hunch that
Unitedstatesians may become even more direct when confronted with
Salvadorian indirectness is, at least, partially confirmed.
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According to a few research participants, Salvadorians tend to be more
direct when interacting with cultural insiders. It would be interesting to check
whether the speculation that Salvadorians may become even more indirect if
confronted with cultural outsiders who happen to be fairly direct, such as
Unitedstatesians, holds true. Otherwise, when, how and why might
Salvadorians be inclined to converge towards their interlocutor's directness.
Additionally, the researcher is intrigued by how members of both groups
interpret the different conversational style of their intercultural counterparts in
this particular realm. For instance, what do Unitedstatesians make bf
Salvadorians tendency to be indirect? Do they perceive them as dishonest,
manipulative or incompetent? Similarly, what do Salvadorians make of the
Unitedstatesians' tendency to be direct? Some research participants have hinted
that they may be perceived as rude, or not considerate of their interlocutor's
feelings. Is that so? And if so, is this why Ernest and Maggie shared that they
would like their teammates to know that they (themselves) are actually "coming
from a good place" or "working with the best of intentions," respectively? In
other words, may perhaps their direct communication style be perceived as not
coming from a good place or embedded in ill intentions?

Regarding Disagreeing
Similarly to the direct/ indirectness realm, and accepting the notion that
individuals tend to feel more at ease within their own cultural group, both
Salvadorians and Unitedstatesians appeared to be more open to disagreeing
among their cultural peers. This may well explain why, according to Carmen's
account, Salvadorians living in the East Coast of the United States were able to
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openly disagree, even curse at each other, without negatively affecting their
relationship. It would be interesting to see how and why, these inner-cultural
dynamics appear as different in the Western coast of this country.
This study has hinted that, perhaps, Unitedstatesians may be less inclined to
openly disagree with their Salvadorian peers specifically regarding political
matters, an arena in which Salvadorians tend to disagree more openly. Further
exploration is warranted in order to find out whether this is, in fact, the case and
some of the intercultural intricacies of this potential scenario.

Regarding Asking and Offering Help
With the exception of those who had not perceived any difference along
cultural lines, all other research participants unanimously agreed that Caucasian
Unitedstatesians tend to be more confident at asking for help, and Salvadorians
at either offering help, or simply providing it without uttering a word.
According to this research's findings, these cultural patterns do not appear to
drastically change between the ernie or the etic social contexts. This is, even
though Karlos and Celia did state that when in need, they are more at ease
asking Salvadorians or a Latin Americans for help, rather than Unitedstatesians.
Yet, it would be fascinating to further explore these intercultural dynamics. For
instance, are Unitedstatesians more inclined to ask for help to a Salvadorian peer
than to their Unitedstatesians peers? This is, since Salvadorians are dearly
perceived as more giving of themselves, do Unitedstatesians feel more at ease
recurring to them? Or, is it the other way around? Or, is it both, depending on
certain other factors? Similarly, are Salvadorians less prone to ask for help
among their intercultural counterparts? This is, since they tend to offer less help,
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perhaps they are perceived as less accessible or willing to help? Or does this
dynamic play out differently in any way for either group when interacting with
their intercultural partners? Similarly, does offering help vary in any fashion
when either group is interacting with their intercultural peers?

Regarding Thanking and Apologizing
Perhaps it is because both of these realms yield particularly varying
responses that the ernie and etic dimensions for both cultures deserve further
I

research. Due to its apparent counter-intuitive nature, the perception that
Caucasian Unitedstatesians practice thanking and apologizing in ways that
attract attention back unto themselves should also be further explored.

Regarding Negotiating and Handling Conflict
A clear ambivalence regarding this realm also transpired across the
conversations with research participants. It appears that Salvadorians tend to be
inclined to avoid conflict, which as Hofstede's (2001) research confirms, is a
common trait in societies high in collectivity and power distance such as El
Salvador. However, it also seems that individuals who come from the political
movement are more willing to openly disagree and resolve conflicts. Therefore,
it would be fascinating to further explore the issue of how does that sub-cultural
transformation happen.

Similarly, on one hand, Caucasian Unitedstatesians

are clearly perceived by cultural outsiders as more inclined to raise problematic
issues in the workplace, openly disagree, and be more prone to resolve conflicts
in direct fashions. Considering the conflict avoidance tendencies of
Salvadorians, it is not surprising that they unanimously agreed on this
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perception. However, a different angle was brought up by cultural insiders who
indicated that Unitedstatesians also tend to avoid conflict, although for different
reasons, and that the avoidance of conflicts plays out differently in the not-forprofit workplace. Just how the propensity towards directness and openly
disagreeing interacts with conflict avoidance tendencies should indeed be further
studied. It is the researcher's hunch that being in privileged positions, whether
consciously acknowledged or not, may begin to explain these seemingly
contradictory perceptions. For instance, it would be interesting to see whether
disenfranchised Caucasians Unitedstatesians share similar conflict avoidance
tendencies or if empowered Salvadorians are actually more direct in addressing
problematic issues.

Regarding the Geo-political and Economic Context
As indicated on the Literature Review, and as addressed throughout the
presentation and analysis of findings, the larger context directly impacts the
interpersonal and organizational dynamics of the two studied cultural groups.
As a matter of fact, the birth and development of international solidarity
organizations, such as Las Vecinas, comes as a direct grassroots and non-violent
reaction to the governmental and corporate history between the United States
and El Salvador. This scenario makes for dramatically different realities and
motivators for those who become engaged in these types of not-for-profit
organizations, including those working with immigration issues. This is, the
socio-economic realities that surround the emigration of Salvadorians to the
United States are drastically different from those pertaining to the emigration of
Unitedstatesians to El Salvador. Naturally, both factors have a direct impact on
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the relational and communicational dynamic of these two cultural groups in the
not-for-profit workplace. Consequently, further study is warranted on how do
the larger contextual aspects, as well as individual motivators, influence the
interaction of Caucasian Unitedstatesians and Salvadorians in international
solidarity organizations.

Regarding the Researcher's Cultural Background
As it is the case with all qualitative inquiries, there is no one study that
would produce exact same results if done again, even by the very skme
researcher and research participants. However, it would be interesting to see if
research participants would have felt differently and thus become more open or
more reserved in their contributions had the researcher's own cultural
background been different. For instance, had she been Salvadorian, would have
members from either group responded differently? Or, equally, had she been
born and raised in the United States as a person of European Ascent, would have
members from either cultural group participated differently? As any
ethnographer's answer, it is the researcher's sense that dynamics would have
been different indeed. If so, it would be interesting to find out how would it
have been different, why, and what lessons are there for future ethnographic
work.
Since it indeed became a more complicated endeavor to find Caucasian
Unitedstatesians who were willing and able to participate in this study, the
researcher often wondered whether her own cultural background would be the
deterrent. This would particularly be the case if considering the not-for-profit
world tendencies towards 'black and white' thinking. Consequently, in
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conversations regarding intercultural matters, unspoken undercurrents
regarding certain cultures being somehow 'better' or 'worse' often transpire in
the ambiance. Of course, other reasons could account for Unitedstatesians
comparatively less willingness and ability to participate in this research. For
instance, it could be related to different cultural concepts of time since being
busy was the most frequently mentioned reason for Unitedstatesians declining to
participate. This is, since Salvadorians almost unequivocally replied positively,
and they were all equally busy. Finally, it is also possible that this was the case
because Salvadorians felt more identified with the study than their
Unitedstatesian counterparts.

Next Steps
The first step might entail conducting a second round of interviews with
the twelve research participants, seeking their thoughts and reactions to the
research findings and analysis. Their insights would allow for deeper
understandings of the intercultural dynamics at play. The second step might be
to share with them this study's emergent questions, as explored on this chapter.
In fact, it might encourage research participants to come up with further
questions of their own.
However, further research on how communication across cultures occurs
in not-for-profit organizations of any kind, and particularly in international ones,
is seriously needed. Due to the fact that 'counter-culture' organizational work
settings, such as the one at Las Vecinas, are so driven by ideological values, it
may be easy for them to regard communication, particularly interpersonal
communication, as a so-called 'soft' and non-urgent matter. However, as the
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literature clearly states, and frequently staff and leaders of not-for-profit
organizations indicate, communication is at the heart of the success of any
organization. As a matter of fact, for the researcher, systemic and interpersonal

communication is where the rubber hits the road in politics, and what makes or breaks
any kind of genuine social transformation endeavor. Nothing can be truer of
international organizations where two or more cultures interact on a daily basis.
Most likely, in the process, everyone involved in international solidarity
organizations would be better equipped to find the very best in those who
happen to be somehow different from themselves.
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APPENDIXES
APPENDIX A
ORIENTATION GUIDELINE
October 15, 2002
PURPOSE OF THE RESEARCH:
•

Partial requirement for completing a doctoral program at the University of
San Francisco in Education, with a focus on organizational development and
intercultural matters.

• So, that I can continue to improve my consulting capabilities and that I do
research about how social change, organizational transformation, people
working together ... etc.
RESEARCH TOPIC:
------

The research topic is communication across cultures and teamwork.
PROCESS:
•
•
•
•

The research design, as it stands right now, will entail the following:
Review of organizational materials directly or indirectly pertaining to
communication and team work
Observation of approximately six team meetings (or, potentially, listening to
conference call meetings)
Interviewing eight to ten individuals of different cultural background, at least
once, and potentially twice. (Only a few will be currently working at your
organization).
And, for those who would be willing and able, participation in a final focus
group dialogue to discuss what I found out and further inform the study.

Qualities of the process:
•
•
•

The entire process is, of course, completely voluntary.
Requires consent forms
It is also completely confidential (organization and each and every individual
will be assigned a pseudonym; in fact, I'd like you to chose your own
individual pseudonyms.)

WHAT'S IN IT FOR YOU?
•

Insights as what seems to be working well and what could be improved as far
as organizational communication and teamwork are concerned.
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•

contributing to the research world ... which has traditionally neglected notfor-profit organizations as well as Salvadorians.

Have any questions, comments or suggestions?
Do not hesitate to contact Gabriela at: (510) 259-1213 or
macmelano@earthlink.net.
If you have any concern or complaint about how I am proceeding, you also have

the right to call my advisor, Dr. Patricia Mitchell, at (415) 422-2079. Yet, I trust
and hope it won't be necessary to contact her, por supuesto! ©
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APPENDIX B
INFORMED CONSENT FORM
UNIVERSITY OF SAN FRANCISCO
CONSENT TO BE A RESEARCH SUBJECT
Purpose and Background
Ms. Gabriela Melano, a graduate student in the School of Education at the
University of San Francisco is doing a study on cultural communication
patterns among and between Salvadorians and Unitedstatesians of Anglo
Saxon ascent, and their impact on team development.
Proficient communication is a pivotal ingredient in the development of
effective and efficient teams. In today' s world, intercultural
communication is a key component in organizations adapting to a more
globalized world order. Consequently, this study will attempt to identify
recurrent communication patterns that occur in intercultural interaction of
the above mentioned groups and link them to their impact in team
development.
Procedures
If I agree to be a participant in this study, the following will happen:

I will participate in one or two interviews, lasting a minimum of 90 minutes
and a maximum of 2 hours.
• The interview(s) will take place, if possible and if allowing for confidential
and comfortable conversation with the researcher (Ms. Melano), at my work
place. Otherwise, we will meet at a mutually convenient and previously
arranged place and time.
• I understand that Ms. Melano will take notes and, with my consent, may
audio-tape our conversation.
• I am also aware that all materials stemming from our conversation (audiotapes, field notes, and transcripts, etc.) will remain in the confidential
possession of Ms. Melano.
• I will be given a full transcript of the interview.
• At the end of the study, I will be given the option of participating in a focus
group dialogue to review the researcher's initial findings and to deepen the
understandings of the topics at hand. H I choose to participate in this
research stage, I will be given some materials to review at least one week
before the scheduled group dialogue.
• I understand that confidentiality is a two-way road and commit myself not to
speculate and create rumors about the identity of any anonymous comment
that I may find out about either in my conversations with Ms. Melano or in
•

203

•

the focus group dialogue, if I choose to participate at that stage of the
research.
This possible session will happen at a mutually convenient and previously
arranged location and time.

Risks and/ or Discomforts
•

•

•

Due to fact that the Solidarity Movement with El Salvador in the USA is fairly
close, it may be possible that some research participants speculate "who said
what'' when they receive a copy of the findings. I am aware of this potential
breach in the confidentiality of this study. Study records will be kept as
confidential as is possible. No individual identities will be used in any reports
or publications resulting from the study. I will be given the opportunity to
chose my pseudonym, as long as the chosen name maintains my gender and
cultural identity (i.e., if my name is #Mario", I should chose a name that
represents my Latino and male identity; if my name is "Sally", I should chose
a name that represents my Anglo female identity). Study information will be
coded and kept in locked files at all times. Only the researcher will have
access to the files.
Because of the frequent sensitivity involved in openly dialoguing about
intercultural encounters, it is possible that I may get uncomfortable about a
question asked by the researcher, or a comment made by another research
participant, if I choose to participate in the focus group. However, I
understand that I am free to decline to answer any questions I do not wish to
answer or to stop participating at any time.
Because the time required for my participation may be up to 6 (six) hours, if I
choose to participate in the interview process, and 5 (five) hours if I choose to
participate in the focus group process, I may become tired or bored.

Benefits
There will be no financial benefit to me from participating in this study.
The anticipated benefit of this study is the spending some quality time to reflect
on own experiences while interacting with members of the opposite cultural
group in a work team setting. HI decide to only participate in the interviews, I
will be able to do so with a researcher with substantial professional experience in
this field and some scholarly understanding of the topic. If I decide to participate
in the focus group final stage, I will be able to do so with other fellow research
participants. Another research benefit may be the personal contribution to a
growing body of research in a pivotal subject in the advancement of intercultural
relations. Finally, if any of the research findings are ever published, I will receive
a copy of the article and/ or book at Ms. Melano' s expense.
Costs I Financial Considerations
There will be no financial costs to me as a result of taking part in this
study, other than the time spent in the interviews, reviewing the manuscript or
initial research findings if I choose to participate in the focus group.
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Questions
I have talked to Ms. Melano or her research assistant about this study and
have had my questions answered. If I have further questions about the study, I
may call her at her home office, at (510) 259-1213, or her research advisor, Dr.
Patricia Mitchell, at (415) 422-2079.
If I have any questions or comments about participation in this study, I
should first talk with the researchers. If for some reason I do not wish to do this, I
may contact the IRBPHS, which is concerned with protection of volunteers in
research projects. I may reach the IRBPHS office by calling (415) 422-6091 and
leaving a voicemail message, by e-mailing IRBPHS@usfca.edu, or by writing to
the IRBPHS, Department of Psychology, University of San Francisco, 2130 Fulton
Street, San Francisco, CA 94117-1080.

Consent
I have been given a copy of the "Research Subject's Bill of Rights" and I
have been given a copy of this consent form to keep .
.. . PARTICIPATION-IN-RESEARCH IS VOLUNTARY. I am free to decline to
be in this study, or to withdraw from it at any point. My decision as to whether
or not to participate in this study will have no influence on my present or future
status as a student or employee at USF.
My signature below indicates that I agree to participate in this study.

·•••·•··•·•·····•·····················•···•········
Subject's Signature

Date of Signature

•••··•······················••····•·······•········
Signature of Person Obtaining Consent

Date of Signature
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APPENDIXC
DIALOGUE GUIDE

How do you identify yourself... culturally or ethnically speaking?
Addressing Research Questions 1, 2 and 3:
What constitutes good communication in the work place?
• In the work place, how do "good communicators" behave... what do you
expect from someone if he or she wants to be a "good communicator''?
• In contrast, how does a poor communicator behave in your point from view?
What about when someone is communicating with a person from ~nother
culture?
• Are your expectations the same or not? How so?
• Can you provide examples that will exemplify what you mean?
• Have you noticed any nuances or particularities about how your
(Salvado.rianLAmericans of Ewopean ascentlio-work_ers_<::Q!mllu!ricate?
• If so, what are they?
Vignettes:
• Can you tell me a story or anecdote in which you experienced difficulty when
communicating in a work setting with (Salvadorians or Americans of
European ascent)? What did you make of it?
Some realms in which cultures tend to experience communication differences:
Being more direct ... or being more indirect
• From your experience, do you feel that Salvadorians are more direct or more
indirect? How so? Could you give me a couple of examples or vignettes?
• If you perceive a difference in this communication aspect, how does it affect
you? How do you deal with the difference?
Asking for Advice or Help
• In your experience, do you believe that Salvadorians behave differently than
European-Americans when it comes to asking for advice or help? If so, how
so?
• If you perceive a difference in this behavior, how does it affect you? How do
you deal with it?
Offering Advice or Help
• In your experience, do you believe that Salvadorians behave differently than
European-Americans when it comes to offering advice or help? If so, how so?
• If you perceive a difference in this behavior, how does it affect you? How do
you deal with it?
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Expressing agreement/ disagreement
• In your experience, do you believe that Salvadorians behave differently than
European-Americans when it comes to offering advice or help? If so, how so?
• If you perceive a difference in this behavior, how does it affect you? How do
you deal with it?
Providing Positive Feedback
• In your experience, do you believe that Salvadorians behave differently than
European-Americans when it comes to offering advice or help? If so, how so?
• If you perceive a difference in this behavior, how does it affect you? How do
you deal with it?
Providing Negative Feedback
• In your experience, do you believe that Salvadorians behave differently than
European-Americans when it comes to offering advice or help? If so, how so?
• If you perceive a difference in this behavior, how does it affect you? How do
you deal with it?
Thanking
• In your experience, do you believe that Salvadorians behave differently than
European-Amel'icarunvhen it comes to offetingaavice or help? If so, how so?
• If you perceive a difference in this behavior, how does it affect you? How do
you deal with it?
Apologizing
• In your experience, do you believe that Salvadorians behave differently than
European-Americans when it comes to offering advice or help? If so, how so?
• If you perceive a difference in this behavior, how does it affect you? How do
you deal with it?
Negotiating and handling conflict
• In your experience, do you believe that Salvadorians behave differently than
European-Americans when it comes to offering advice or help? If so, how so?
• If you perceive a difference in this behavior, how does it affect you? How do
you deal with it?
Additional comments:
• Is there anything that you would want to add to this conversation?
• Is there anything that you believe should have been asked and wasn't? If so,
what would that be?
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APPENDIX D
FIRST LEVEL OF DATA ANALYSIS TEMPLATE
Realm

Name of participant: (i.e.,"Emesr')

Commun.
definition?

'' ... I think for me, that it is very clear ... that it comes from a good place, not

Ernie?
Etic?
Direct/
Indirect?
Asking for
help or
advice?
Offering help
or advice?
Agreement or
disAgreement?
Providing
positive
feedback?
Providing
negative
feedback?
Thanking?
Apologizing?
Negotiating/
handling
conflict

that it comes from a place, you know, 'well, you didn't do this well last
time, so I'm not gonna give you another chance' ... (chuckles) ..." (p.S)

THE UNIVERSITY OF SAN FRANCISCO
Dissertation Abstract
Intercultural Communication between Caucasian Unitedstatesians
and Salvadorians: Implication for Team Dynamics
With the advent of an increasingly interdependent world, organizations
around the globe either purposefully seek or have no alternative than to integrate
culturally diverse work teams. However, multicultural teams frequently
experience frustrations and, occasionally, significant impasses in their
performance. This phenomenon is directly related to different work-related
values (Bennett and Stewart, 1991; Cox, 1994; Donnellon, 1996; Hofstede, 2001).
Consequently, careful exploration of intercultural issues regarding work teams is
imperative to better equip working groups facing this reality. Communication is
at the core of work team and intercultural dynamics. Therefore, this research
focused on communicational patterns and nuances. Cultural differences were
conceived as expressions along continuums, rather than opposing absolutes,
paradoxes were given special attention, and analysis was couched within power
embedded systemic contexts.
International not-for-profit organizations involving Caucasian
Unitedstatesians and Salvadorians were the specific context of this study. The
organizational protagonist was a not-for-profit organization with offices in the
United States as well as in El Salvador. A qualitative methodological framework
was adopted. Organizational materials were reviewed, six team meetings were
observed, and twelve individuals were interviewed. The sample ensured a
gender and cultural balance. Observations and interviews were taped,

transcribed, and translated. Interviewees were asked about their experience
regarding ten different communicational realms: direct/ indirectness, expressing
disagreements, asking or offering help, apologizing or resolving conflicts in the
workplace, among others. The data analysis was guided by two complementary
approaches: a triangulated inquiry approach (Patton, 2002) and a holographic
model (Hecht, 1998).
Although research participants virtually had similar perceptions
regarding culturally based communication patterns on most realms, there was no
single realm in which everyone concurred. For instance, eleven out of the twelve
interviewees concurred that Unitedstatesians tend to be more direct than their
Salvadorian counterparts in their conversational style in the workplace.
However, more complex scenarios emerged regarding apologizing or resolving
conflicts. Further research is warranted on all of the explored communicational
realms, not in the search of conclusive findings, but seeking deeper
understandings of naturally complex and paradoxical realities. Those deeper
understandings are bound to be instrumental in the extremely hard development
of those so-called 'soft' skills.
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